As I scream for mercy, the static finds its way into my mouth and 
down my throat, filling my body in seconds. Somewhere behind me 
—back on the other side, in that large house—I hear a countdown 
from ten begin. As one approaches, I feel my body begin to tear 
outward in every direction, as if a thousand hands have taken hold 
of my skin and are pulling me with all their might. 
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Fresh Start, 
Fresh Blood 


| here’s never a shortage of parties on 


New Year’s Eve. It’s the best time of the year 
to get drunk; save for St. Patrick’s Day, of 
course. I basically go from house to house, 
surprised I ever make it to the next (or home, 
for that matter). It’s wonderful. 

Have you ever drunk yourself to a comforting 
abyss? I save all my urges for New Year’s Eve. 
That may sound odd, but it intensifies the 
experience for me. I look forward to it more 


than any other holiday. 

My new girl, however, has a different urge she 
staves until December 31st. I don’t know what 
it is yet — she wants to surprise me — but ’m 
excited. She swears it isn’t drugs or alcohol, so 
what could it be? Something sexual, maybe? I 
suppose I should bring a pack of condoms just 
in case. 

I know it’s only three in the afternoon, but I’ve 
already started pre-gaming. I’ve had a Mike’s 
Hard, a Corona, and a shot of bourbon since 
lunch. A strange mix, perhaps, but fuck it: 

It’s New Year’s Eve. 


TRIKE 


Nova shows up as I get dressed for tonight’s fun. In the car, I will 
have several changes of clothes (for vomiting purposes), as well as 
blankets and a pillow (for wherever we end up crashing). These 
things are by the front door when she walks in, clad in black from 
head to toe. 


“You sure you don’t want to put on something 
else?” I ask when I see her. 

Nova looks down at her clothes. “What’s 
wrong with this?” she asks. 

“Tt’s a bit dark.” 

“Then it matches me,” she says, bridging the 
distance between us. Before I can say another 
word, she grabs me by the crotch and brushes 


her lips softly against my ear. “We have time 
for a little fun, don’t we?” 

I nod and smile ear to ear. This is what I love 
about Nova — she’s always horny. And despite 
her bland, colorless clothes, she always has on 
something lacey and slutty underneath. 

A minute later, she has me tied naked to the 
bed. I don’t know how she does it so fast — 
experience, I suppose — but I’m still not used 
to being dominated like this. Nova, however, 
falls into the role with ease, like she knows it 
better than any other. 

“Have you had anything to drink yet?” she 
asks me from the bedside. She’s undressing 
slowly, licking her lips and eyeing me with 
obvious hunger. 

“A little,” I admit. “Why?” 

In her underwear, she approaches me. As she 
climbs onto the bed and begins to straddle me, 
a blade appears in her hand. It’s small and 
reminds me of a raptor talon. There’s a hole in 
it that she uses to insert her middle finger and 
clench her fist. Now the blade really does look 
like an extended claw. 

“Jesus, what the fuck is that for?” I hiss, now 
asking myself just how well I know this crazy 
chick. 


“Just tell me — how many drinks have you had 
today?” 

I tell her the truth, never looking away from 
the knife. 

Nova swipes three quick cuts above my heart, 
each about two inches in length. They happen 
so fast that I hardly feel them. But then the 
blood appears, and I get the sting that follows. 
“Fuck, Nova! What the hell?” 

Nova licks off a drop of blood from her knife 
and then removes it from her finger. 
“Punishment was necessary,” she tells me, 
placing the knife onto the nightstand and 
sliding her body down to the end of the bed, 
thus positioning my crotch in front of her. 

I want to yell at her some more and demand 
an explanation, but she’s too quick to put my 
whole cock in her mouth that I bite back the 
words and let myself be taken away. The pain 
fades with her sucking; it’s like the cuts never 
even happened. 


TRIKE 


Once we’ve finished and climbed into the shower, I catch myself 
fingering the cuts with confused interest. Nova notices and pulls my 
hand away, saying, “Leave them.” 


“But why did you do it?” I ask. 


“T told you. Punishment was necessary.” 
“Why?” 

“You'll get more of those marks as the night 
goes on, I’m sure,” she says, ignoring me. 
“Now, hold up,” I growl, taking her by the 
shoulders in the falling water. “Are you 
planning to cut me every time I have a drink 
tonight? Because if so, you'll bleed me dead. I 
have every intention of getting drunk as fuck 
at these parties.” 

She removes my hands and says, “There’s only 
one party you should be concerned about.” 

I arch an eyebrow. “And what party is that?” 
“The special one Ill be taking you to.” She 
grins and turns her back to me. 

I look down at my chest and touch the cuts 
once more. 

“Leave them,” Nova repeats with some 
emphasis. “Or I will give you more.” 

I eye the back of her head and say, “Just what 
the hell are you into?” 

“You drink in the New Year,” she tells me. 
“Whereas, I birth it.” 

I laugh. “You’re something else. What the fuck 
does that even mean?” 

“Just prepare to be punished with every drink 
you have tonight.” 


“Not happening,” I say firmly. “You’re not 
ruining tonight, of all nights, for me.” 

“And I could say the same to you.” She turns 
back to face me and I see that her eyes have 
turned black. I stumble and slip, falling 
backward against the wall and then down to 
the tub with a crash. When I look back up at 
Nova, her eyes have returned to normal. 
“What the hell was that?” My body is tense 
and my heart racing. I don’t stand up, not yet. 
“What was what? You just fell. Do you need 
help?” 

I ignore her extended hand and pick myself 
up. I know what I saw, damn it. 

This bitch has got something wrong with her. 


TRIE 


Against my better judgement, I still leave the house with Nova after 
dinner. Since our shower, things have been fine. Normal, I guess. 
I’m still questioning her blackened eyes a little, but I’ve just about 
convinced myself that nothing of the sort ever happened. 


It’s easier to forget and move on. 

The first party is at my friend’s house, about 
three blocks away. Since it’s still early, there 
aren’t many of us there yet. We mostly just 
talk, drinking casually along the way. Of 
course, Nova eyes me with every beer I 


collect. I’m pretty sure she’s keeping count. 
When it’s time to move on to our next 
destination, she swipes me across the thigh in 
the car. Startled, I look down to see blood 
seeping through my pants in four short lines. 
“You've got to stop doing that,” I say, ready to 
kick her out into the street. 

“Relax,” she coos. “I need you to stop 
numbing yourself for the fun I have planned 
later.” 

“And what would that be? Because you have 
yet to tell me your New Year’s tradition.” 
Nova grins and looks out the window as we 
exit the neighborhood. “I told you earlier. I 
make the New Year possible. And _ it’s 
something you'll want to see. But if you get 
too drunk and pass out, you'll miss 
everything.” 

I cast a sideways glance at her as I drive, 
wondering what the hell it is she has planned. 
Clearly, she intends to keep it a secret, despite 
my frustration. I want to drink, damn it. That’s 
what I do on New Year’s Eve. It’s my night to 
come undone. I tell her as much and her smile 
actually widens. 

“Don’t worry, babe. I’ll let you come undone.” 
She pats me on the thigh and I yelp in pain. 


“Sorry,” she says, removing her hand quickly. 
“T forgot about the cuts.” 


TERK 


The second party is one I was recommended to attend. It’s now 
after nine and people have crammed into the house, loud and 
intoxicated. Games are being played in every room — most of which 
seem to invite stripping — and music is blaring from a stereo 
somewhere. 


I try ditching Nova in the crowd more than 
once (to drink in peace), but she always finds 
me. I’ve got a buzz going at this point and 
want to take it a step further, but her presence 
reminds me of the knife lying in wait. Maybe 
if I drink enough, I won’t even feel her 
punishments in the car on our way to the next 
house. With this in mind, I start chugging my 
drinks. 

To my disappointment, I still feel the blade 
when it returns to me. 

Nope, I am not drunk enough yet. I’ll have to 
change that during our next stop. 


TKK 


Party number three is more of a block party. It’s outside in a cul-de- 
sac crammed with neighbors and friends. Tables are everywhere, as 
are drinks and food. How this court hasn’t been shut down by the 


cops is beyond me, but I intend on enjoying it as long as it lasts. 
The food here is excellent, so I fill up in no 
time, weighing myself down with steak and 
fries. Unfortunately, this sobers me up some, 
forcing me to find a group of guys chasing 
shots one after the other. When we finally get 
back to the car, I can barely keep my head 
level. Officially unfit to drive, Nova forces me 
into the passenger seat so that she can take the 
wheel. 

If she cuts me, I don’t feel it. I’m sure she has, 
though. 

In my drunken state, I forget to tell her the 
address of our next stop. Somehow, she must 
have it, because she starts the car and takes us 
down the road without a word. I only look out 
the window for several minutes before closing 
my eyes to take a quick nap. 

When I come to, we’re driving down a long, 
gravel road I do not recognize. The trees are 
multiplied by the alcohol, which makes me 
nauseous. 

“Where are we? Are you lost?” I ask 
incoherently. 

She hushes me in a comforting way and I shut 
my eyes again. The next time I open them, the 
car has stopped and Nova is opening my door. 
I fall into a driveway, almost swallowing a 


rock in the process of sliding my drunken face 
against the gravel. 

“Are we there?” I ask, looking ahead of the 
car. 

There’s an enormous house before us, old 
looking and creepy. I’m reminded of the 
Simpsons episode in which there exists a 
mansion full of showgirls, and laugh aloud. 
Nova ignores me and, instead, helps me to my 
unsteady feet. 

“Let’s get you inside,” she says, leading me to 
the door with some difficulty. “Damn it, Jay. I 
told you not to drink so much.” 

“And I told you that this is how I welcome in 
the New Year,” I grumble. 

Nova does a rhythmic knock on the door and a 
tall girl in black opens it a moment later. Light 
floods the driveway and blinds me. Unable to 
see, I am guided into the large house and 
placed into a chair. After some adjusting, I 
find that ’'ve been surrounded by a group of 
people (all of which are wearing black). 
“Where are we?” I ask Nova, blinking back the 
light. “Who are these people?” 

Nova steps toward me and grabs me by the 
chin. She proceeds to inspect me with some 
disgust and embarrassment. “I’m _ sorry, 


everyone,” she announces. “He’s not in the 
best of shape, but we can make it work still.” 
“Are you sure?” someone asks from the crowd. 
“He doesn’t look together in the least.” 

“As long as he can feel pain, it will work,” she 
tells them all. 

“What are you talking about?” I ask, trying to 
gain some sort of clarity and failing. 

Nova ignores me and continues talking to the 
others. “He needs a minute to sober up a bit 
more, sure, but everything will be fine. If need 
be, we can bleed the alcohol out of him.” 
“Well, then let’s get him moved,” someone 
shouts from the back. 

Nova nods and turns to me. “Can you stand, 
Jay?” 

I consider that a moment before shaking my 
head. “No, I don’t think so.” 

The tall girl reappears at my left. A strong guy 
takes me on the right next. Together, they lift 
me up by my underarms and direct me into a 
line the crowd has smoothly formed. I have no 
idea what is happening. Will there be some 
sort of cult orgy or something? 

I turn to the girl and ask, “What are we 
doing?” 

She makes a disgusted face and gags. “Close 


your mouth,” she tells me, moving her head 
further from mine. 

I grumble and turn to look at the guy on my 
other side. “What about you? Can you talk?” 
“Shut the fuck up.” 

Jesus, I think, looking toward the moving line. 
What a bunch of stiffs. 

A minute later, we are filing down a winding 
flight of stairs. At some point, a new person 
has appeared to help move me, designated to 
lift my feet. Held in the air by them, I feel like 
I’m dreamily gliding down the stairs. And you 
know what? I’m just drunk enough to laugh 
and enjoy the ride. 

When we reach the bottom and my feet are 
lowered to the floor, I look around us as best I 
can. It isn’t easy, though, because down here it 
is dim. Clearly, we’ve descended into the 
basement. Still, I have no idea what is going 
on, but ’'m desperate for sleep. So, I close my 
eyes and stop moving my feet. This causes the 
guy and girl to halt, cursing. The third guy 
returns to lift my legs once more. 

I have won, and I am happy. I fall asleep as 
my body floats away on a current of hands. 


TRIE 


When I wake, it’s because everyone is chanting in a foreign 
language. I blink several times —- my eyes heavy and dry — and look 
around the basement. It’s enormous and includes pillars, a balcony, 
and a stage. Is this some sort of underground theater? I don’t 
understand. 


“Sha Ka mi lakra mi tow ma hagrid.. .” 

I look down my chest and find that I’ve been 
tied to a wooden table that is tilted upward 
some sixty degrees. The straps go across my 
waist, wrists, and ankles. Beneath my feet are 
little shelves to keep me from sliding. 

“What the hell is this?” I mumble, looking for 
Nova. This seems like it’d be her doing. 

“Oni ma ka Sha Ka mi oni tow. . .” 

I try raising my voice and hoarsely yell, 
“Hello? Over here!” 

The crowd — whose backs are facing me —- turn 
their faces my way. When I see their 
blackened eyes, I am reminded of that 
moment in the shower with Nova. 

The big guy that helped carry me here 
suddenly steps forward and slams his fist into 
my face. I’m still drunk enough that I barely 
feel the pain, but the whiplash makes my 
world spin. I vomit a moment later, all down 
my clothes. I laugh, thinking, at least I got a 
spare in the car. 

“Sorry, Jay. This was always part of the plan.” 
Nova appears before me, her eyes also 


blackened. When she speaks, I see that her 
tongue is rotted and browning, her teeth 
chipped and stained. What has happened to 
her? What has happened to all of these 
people? 

“Where are we? What are we doing here?” I 
ask as the room sways from side to side. 

“T told you earlier,” Nova says, putting her 
face close to mine. “I help bring in the New 
Year. We make it a reality.” 

“What the fuck does that mean?” 

“A sacrifice must be made. Well . . . sacrifices. 
We aren’t the only house of Sha Ka,” she tells 
me, as if it all makes perfect sense. “Yearly, it’s 
small. We bleed. We lose some youth. But 
every decade, a larger sacrifice is necessary. 
Just be happy you weren’t chosen for 2000. 
Centuries are a much bigger deal.” 

“Are you calling me a sacrifice?” 

I look around the room, scanning the faces of 
everyone clad in black. Behind them, I notice 
a small spinning wormhole floating three feet 
above the stage. 

“What the hell is that?” I ask with a jerk of my 
chin. 

Nova doesn’t turn to look. “That’s where you'll 
be fed. Think of it as a dumbwaiter of sorts.” 


“But first,” the man says, taking a menacing 
step closer to me from the side. “You must 
scream.” 

I open my mouth to speak, but he hits me. Not 
once, not twice, but three times in quick 
succession, all in my gut. I respond by 
vomiting again. When I’m finished, I gasp for 
air. 

“What...the... fuck...” 

Nova shakes her head, pitying me. “No one 
likes to be a sacrifice, but they’re always 
needed,” she tells me. “Otherwise, things 
would end for us all.” 

“There are rules,” the man says, revealing a 
knife with a wickedly curved blade. “And you 
will have to bleed more than most, thanks to 
your drunkenness.” 

“Why?” I groan, wanting to cry. It’s becoming 
clear to me that I will not make it out this 
damned house alive. 

“We need your pain for the portal to work. 
And since you’ve numbed yourself, we’ll have 
to work harder tonight.” 

“We have ten minutes,” someone chimes from 
within the crowd. 

The man curses and sticks his blade into me 
several times in a flurry of unexpected 


movement. At first, I don’t feel much of 
anything. But a moment later, it seems as if 
my body is crying out from its wounds. I begin 
to panic and hyperventilate, gasping for air 
and begging Nova to make the ritual stop. 

“Tm sorry, Jay. We need you.” 

Several more people surround me, all of them 
holding blades. I struggle against my binds, 
trying to break free, but it’s no use. Someone 
slashes their knife across my face, peeling 
back my left cheek. I feel it limp against my 
lips and scream as cold air enters my mouth 
from the gaping wound. 

Elsewhere, someone sticks me in my calves, 
dragging their blade down to my heels. About 
the time they’ve pulled it free, someone has 
removed my nipples and tossed them aside. At 


some point, my shirt was cut off of me while I was 
violently distracted. 


I scream and bleed as the portal above the 
stage gradually increases in size. I try 
watching it in a useless attempt to distract 
myself, but then someone wedges their blade 
into my right eye, thus popping it from its 
socket. The same happens on my left a 
moment later, and I’m left looking at the floor 
and my pooling blood. 

The alcohol is failing me and now I can feel 


everything at once. As I choke on the blood 
rising in my throat, my eyes are then severed 
from the muscles keeping them against my 
carved cheeks. I don’t know what becomes of 
them, but now I’m blind. 

Somewhere ahead of the table, Nova is talking 
to the group. I can hear her voice, but the 
words are foreign once more. The chanting is 
picking back up and my binds have been 
removed. I can feel myself being carried 
forward now, so I try twisting out of their 
hold, only to feel a multitude of blades stick 
into my sides as punishment. 

“Let me go! Please!” 

Someone whispers into my ear, “As you wish,” 
and I’m tipped into something that tingles and 
pricks at my tattered, bloody skin. I suddenly 
feel as if I’m flying in a physical static, like a 
billion shards of glass have surrounded me 
and I’m trying to swim through to the other 
side. 

As I scream for mercy, the static finds its way 
into my mouth and down my throat, filling my 
body in seconds. Somewhere behind me - 
back on the other side, in that large house — I 
hear a countdown from ten begin. As one 
approaches, I feel my body begin to tear 


outward in every direction, as if a thousand 
hands have taken hold of my skin and are 
pulling me with all their might. 

At the stroke of 2020, I explode like fireworks. 


Love You Like 
Hell 


ometimes you just know, am I right? It’s 


the way he looks at you. The way he says your 
name. Kisses your neck. Nibbles on your 
earlobe. The way he fucking breathes. 


That’s how it was with Adam. All he did was walk into the room 
and my head turned instinctually for a look. I suppose I smelled his 
approach or something, because he came without a sound. To his 
dying day, he was quiet moving like that. 


You see, ’m not much for a tough guy. I like 
some muscles, but not like Dwayne “The Rock” 
Johnson or anything. 


(Though, I must admit, he is a_ fuckin’ 
exception.) 

But for the most part, I don’t like them big 
like that. Nah, I prefer a man to be somewhere 
in between. Athletic and fit, sure, but not like 
a thick, goes-to-the-gym-three-times-a-day 
guy. Adam was sculpted just right, in that 
regard. 


TRIKE 


“Hey, get on with it, Jack. ‘Nuff painting the 
picture, if that’s what you call all this. Christ. . . 


just tell me why’s it you’re here.” 

Jack Lansdale sighs and clenches his right fist against his temple, 
looking to keep his nerve. This Neanderthal asked his story and, damn 
it, he was going to tell it his way. 

“Hold your fuckin’ horses, Gent. I’m getting to it, alright? Now... 
where was I?” 


TEAK 


Ah, right. Adam moved quietly, but not because he was a tiny, 
malnourished thing. He kept in shape. But still, he somehow 
managed to get from one place to the next without a sound. 

It was for this reason that he managed to elude me for so long. 
He claims to have never known my interest, but that’s a lie. He 
knew damn well he was playing me the whole time. I could see it in 
his eyes. 

All in good time, he would cave... 

It’s just too bad it couldn’t have lasted longer. Adam wasn’t easy, 


but he was worth it. I knew that from the start. He had that 
something special that you just can’t quite put your finger on. 
Maybe because it wasn’t just one thing, but many. 

Anyway, our first date was to the movies. Cliché, right? 
Nevertheless, it was wonderful. We saw some kind of rom-com. I 
don’t even remember what it was called. I was too busy working my 
magic on Adam, though he put up a fight. 


I guess not everybody moves as quickly as I 
do. I just know that when there’s something I 
want, I go for it. No holding back. Same goes 
for making me angry. ’m not very good at 
restraining myself. I mean, obviously. That’s 
how I ended up here. 


TERK 


“What did you do?” 
“Hell, Gent. Can’t a guy tell his story in due time? You'll find out, 
alright? I’m not gonna shaft you like that. Don’t you worry.” 


TRIE 


Despite having a great time on our first date, ’'d scared Adam a 
little. He thought I was too sexually aggressive, so I had to back off 
for a bit. Give him some space. Of course, we still saw each other at 
work, but I wasn’t seeking him out or trying to make plans. 

This fuckin’ killed me, you know? It’s not easy sitting back and 
waiting for things to happen. I like to get the ball rolling and keep it 
rolling. I don’t want to sit back and see if it miraculously rolls 
itself. 

But I digress... 

It was at the Employee Appreciation party we finally got close 
again. A little alcohol will do that, wouldn’t you agree? Loosen you 
up, break down some barriers. I approached Adam to talk. I 


apologized. He accepted it. And then our conversation continued 
onto different, better things. Like baseball. And favorite writers. 

Did you know that Adam favored Dean Koontz over Stephen 
King? I shit you not. I couldn’t fuckin’ believe it. But then again, 
Adam always had a soft spot for doggies, and obviously Koontz is 
all about his furry friends. 


TRIE 


“Get on with it!” 
Jack clenches his right fist against his temple again and eyes Gent 
furiously. “You’re working toward a busted nose, my friend. Don’t make 
me warn you again. Let me talk.” 

Gent leans back against the stone wall and pulls his legs up onto the 
cot in a crossed fashion. As he does so, a popping sound emits. 

Jack smiles and allows himself the mental note, “Gent has weak 
knees.” Then, he continues his story. 


TROKIK 


So, at the New Year’s party, we talked for 
hours. Spent the whole night together. And 
when the ball dropped, we shared our first real 
kiss. And I say real like that, because the kisses 
I stole on our movie date were just that: 


stolen. 
I earned this one, and we both enjoyed it immensely. 


After the party ended, we went our separate 
ways, sure, but with plans to go out again. 
Which we did, a week later. We started off 
slow. Went out for drinks after work. Just a 


couple glasses of wine. We didn’t get drunk. 
Adam said, “Why have you pursued me so?” 


And I remember laughing like, isn’t it 
obvious? But Adam was modest and saw 
himself something different than I. He was a 
bit down on his attractiveness and personality, 
but I assured him those were both selling 
points. 

Now, I can see that look in your eyes, so I 
will try skipping ahead a bit. But be patient, 
because the good stuff is coming. I promise 
you. Clearly, Gent, you want the blood. You 
want to know how I ended up here in prison 
with you. And even though I’m not much of a 
gossip, I suppose Id like to hear your story as 
well. But first... 


A month passed. Give or take. 

Things were great. I knew Adam was my love, even if he hadn’t 
quite figured it out himself yet. We started doing everything 
together. I even started helping him with the walking of his dogs! 
And I assure you, that’s a big deal for me. I’m not much for pets of 
any kind. 

Anyhow, February had just begun. It was a cold day in New 
York. Lots of wind. Snow was in the forecast, too. We were bundled 
up in so many layers that we’d added twenty pounds in scarves and 
coats and thermal underwear. 

We took the dogs for a walk, grabbed some hot chocolate from 
the corner coffee place, and headed back to Adam’s place for an 
afternoon in front of the TV, snuggled in blankets. 

That probably sounds rather boring to you, but it was perfection 
to us. Or, at least, to me. You see, Adam was a bit of an enigma at 
times. I couldn’t always read his mind, which was unfortunate, 
because I’m usually good at such things. 


So, while I thought he had a lovely time, I 
also had my doubts. I always worried his heart 
was elsewhere. I swear I could hear flutters of 
indecision in his voice when we talked too 
deeply about our relationship. And that was a 
bit worrisome. 


TRI 


“Ugh. Who cares.” 

Jack grins sideways and brings his eyes up to 
meet Gent’s. “I do. And right now, I know what 
you’re thinking: ‘This fairy needs to get on with 
the fucking point of all this.’ But Gent, that’s not 
very nice. We’re more progressive than that these 
days, are we not? And furthermore, a story is 
only as good as its details. You should care what 
our lives were like leading up to the incident. You 
should have some sort of interest. Otherwise, why 


am I talking at all?” 

Gent shrugs, looking away momentarily. “It’s been a slow day, Jack. 
I guess I expected something more exciting to come out of your pretty 
boy lips.” 

“These lips can do better than tell stories, I assure you, but let me 
finish this one, nevertheless. You want excitement? Well, don’t go just 
yet, then. The story isn’t over, Gent.” 


TKK 


You see, I kept tabs on my man. All the time. Even before that 
Employee Appreciation party put us back on track. I had a private 
detective that did the work I couldn’t. Between the two of us, I had 
Adam covered the majority of the day, every day. My work suffered 
a bit, Pll admit, but I wasn’t long for that damned accounting job 
anyway. 

In fact, I left it at the end of January. Adam was very supportive 
of the decision, which made me love him even more. 


So, I was unemployed and Adam was off to 
work five days a week. I didn’t need my dick 
as much anymore, as a result — my private 
dick, that is — because suddenly I could follow 
Adam to and from work on my own. If he 
wasn’t at the office or home, I knew about it. 
Of course, we weren’t living together, but I did 
have a key to his place. He just didn’t know it. 


A few days before Valentine’s Day, I really became suspicious. 
Adam was claiming to be tied up at work, and yet he wasn’t 
spending any more time there than normal. Instead, he would leave 
the office and get on the subway. Head into the Bronx. This made it 
harder for me to follow him, but I managed to trace him one of my 
attempts. 

There was an apartment building he would visit. It was always 
the same one, and I know this because my dick took some turns on 
the subway when I was too worried I’d be seen. 

Still, I didn’t have proof of what he was doing there. 

And I know what you’re thinking. “Obviously, he was seeing 
someone else.” But I didn’t know that for sure. It could have been a 
dying parent that lived there. A friend going through a messy 
divorce. Any number of things. And without my dick getting inside 
the place, there was no way of knowing the truth at that time. 


TERK 


“What about windows?” 

“Well, of course, my guy thought of trying that,” Jack says with some 
exasperation. “But the neighboring building was a law firm. My dick 
couldn’t get around their floors easily enough for a view of the 
apartment, though he did try.” 

“So, what did you do then?” 

Jack claps his hands together and shoots out his arms in a strange 
stretch, making his fingers dance along the way. Then he brings them 
back to rest upon his chest, saying, “I pried into his phone instead.” 


TOK K 


The next night we were together, I drugged 
Adam - just a little — to get him to sleep. And 
once he was out, I broke into his phone. 
Luckily, my boy didn’t use passwords, just a 
pattern that I’d seen him do a hundred times 


before. 

At first, I couldn’t find anything. No text messages. No emails. 
No photos or videos. Even his browser history was clear. But then I 
thought, “Maybe I should check his apps.” 

Now, in the past, I have been one to use dating sites. P’ll admit it. 
Sometimes they worked; sometimes they crashed and burned 
miserably. But, thanks to those experiences, I knew the names of 
the most popular services. 

So, what did I do? I went onto his app store to find out if any 
had ever been installed. Sure enough, I found one. So, I reinstalled 
it. Logged in — his username and password was still saved and set 
for autofill entry, thank you very much - and I jumped on over to 
his inbox. 


You know what I found? A long thread 
between him and someone named Raymond. 
And I was mentioned in it, of course, because 
Adam expressed his feelings for me to this 


guy. You see, he was trying to justify his 
actions to this Raymond character, saying he 
loved me but was also scared that I was 
unhealthy. You know, mentally. He said I 
wotried him sometimes, but he couldn’t 
explain why. 

Raymond was sweet and understanding and 
blah-blah-fucking-blah. 


Well, the way I see it, Adam was just scared of his own feelings 
for me. Talking to this guy was just his way to feel things out, 
decide where he stood. And seeing as he’d deleted the app after 
their long talk, it’d appeared that he’d chosen me in the end. 

That’s what I thought, at least. 


TKK 


Jack sighs loudly and closes his eyes. 
Gent asks, “What about Valentine’s Day? Were you two together?” 
Jack sits up and looks over at Gent. “Oh, yes. But not until that 
night.” 


TRIKE 


I made sure he got to work that morning, my usual way, without 
him seeing. And then, stupidly, I went home. However, my dick had 
a surveillance camera set on the office, one that I paid for each 
week. It had never yielded anything useful before, but it did that 
day. So, he called me. 

“Your boy’s left work.” 

That’s all he said when I answered. 

And I was like, “What do you mean he’s left work? Where’d he 
go?” 

And he told me, “I don’t know. I didn’t follow him. I just saw the 


footage from my phone.” 

So, here I was at home and Adam off the grid. I considered 
checking that apartment in the Bronx, but didn’t want our paths to 
cross on accident. It’s one thing to follow someone to a place, 
sticking to the shadows and knowing their movements. It’s another 
thing entirely to simply show there and hope for the best. 

Well, the day sucked, I’ll tell you that. My stomach was in knots 
for hours. I told my dick to call me whenever Adam returned to 
work, but he never did. So, I waited and waited. Then, around five 
— Adam’s normal time to get off — I got a text message from him 
saying he was on his way to me for our special dinner. 

You see, I had promised to make something fancy for the 
occasion. Our first Valentine’s Day. But with how my day had gone, 
I had completely forgotten to cook anything. And on top of that, I 
felt physically sick from my anxiety. 

I panicked, I’ll admit. I thought of hunting down Raymond and 
cooking him for us, but I had no idea where the bastard lived and 
was too short on time to figure it out. 

I ended up caving. There’s this restaurant a couple blocks from 
where I lived that would not have normally offered carry-out, but 
I’m friends with the manager and she made an exception. 

I took home the best food I could get from there, put it all out on 
plates and made it appear as home-prepared as possible. I even 
filled the sink with cookware under soapy water, that way there 
wouldn’t be any question of how I’d done it all. 


When Adam arrived, he was wonderful. I 
remember feeling confused and still suspicious 
of his sudden day off from work. I tried telling 
myself, “Maybe he just needed some time to 
prepare something special for you.” But then 
all he gave me was a book and some 
chocolates. Granted, the book was a signed, 
first edition of The Cabin at the End of the 
World — I LOVED IT —- but still. That couldn’t 
have taken him all day to find. If anything, he 


ordered it ahead of time and got it fresh from 


the mail slot. 

Dinner went well, though. I did my best to be pleasant and 
normal, even though I was knotted on the inside. I guess Adam 
could tell something was up, because he finally asked me if I was 
feeling okay. 

“Sure, sure,” I said, not very convincingly. 

Adam didn’t go for it. He’s not one to pry, usually, but I guess 
Valentine’s Day influenced him enough to push on me a bit. So, he 
asked again: “Come on, Jack. What’s bothering you?” 

I couldn’t come out and tell him I knew he’d left work, because 
that would raise all sorts of questions, like, “How do you know 
that?” and “Why are you having me watched?” 

So, instead, I asked him how he was feeling about us. 

I saw that flicker in his eyes, a passing 
thought he did not wish to share. But what he 
did say to me was, “I love you, of course. Why 
are you questioning things?” 

I dropped the conversation there and we continued our meal. I 
tried to get us back on track for the night from there, all the while 
looking for any sign of guilt from Adam. 

Several hours later, after making love and Adam falling asleep, I 
checked his phone. Again, that app was uninstalled, but I put it 
back onto his phone and logged into his account. There weren’t any 
new messages between him and Raymond, and for some reason that 
bothered me more than if there had been. I guess it’s because I 
thought I would get an easy answer regarding his skipping work. 
Instead, I was left more confused. 

So, I decided, it had to have been the Bronx apartment. Whoever 
was there had stolen his attention today, and it had to be good for 
him to keep it a secret from me. If the person was family, why lie 
about it? 

With Adam sleeping, I snuck out of the building. 


TKK 


“You went to the Bronx, didn’t you?” 

Jack wants to smack Gent, but now is not the time. He’ll wait until 
he’s ready to go all out on the annoying bastard. 

After his story is finished. 


TROKIK 


Yes, yes. I went to the Bronx. And in case Adam woke to find me 
missing, I left him a note saying I couldn’t sleep and was out getting 
him a little surprise. 

As the Bronx building came into view for me, I called my dick. 
He wasn’t too happy about it, but I’d thought of something last 
minute I could advantageously use. So, I asked him, “Look, you got 
a name for whoever lives there?” 

I must have woken the man, because he responded with a series 
of grumbled curses in a tired sort of way. Maybe he’d fallen asleep 
with his own lover, pleasantly drained. I didn’t care. 

“The apartment in the Bronx,” I repeated, short on time and 
ready to go. “Did you ever find out who lives there?” 

And you know what he said to me? “That’s going to cost you 
something extra.” 


TERK 


“Did you kill him?” Gent asks. 

“Who? The dick?” 

“Yeah.” 

“We'll talk about him later. Just listen, now.” Jack stands and begins 
to pace the room. He knows he’s getting closer to the finale now, and 
needs to stretch for what comes after. 

“I wasn’t worried about money,” he says. “So, I agreed to the dick’s 
terms. After waiting a minute for him to gather his shit, he finally told 
me who lived there.” 

Gent is finally hooked on the story, sitting at the edge of his cot. 
“Well, who was it? That faggot, Raymond?” 

Jack shoots him a piercing look and says, “One more fucking time 


with that word, Gent, and I'll kill you right here and now without ever 
finishing my story.” 

Gent holds up an apologetic hand, but Jack doesn’t care. He’s 
already decided this man’s fate. 


TRIKE 


Here’s the thing. I met Adam for the first time just a week before 
our first date. I didn’t know who he was prior to that day, had 
never heard of him. I didn’t know his past, with the exception of 
what he shared with me over time. 

This person in the Bronx was a secret he’d kept. 

“The guy’s name is James. James Cole.” 

I think the dick enjoyed telling me that a little too much. Maybe 
it was his way of getting in a “fuck you” for me waking him up in 
the middle of the night. I don’t know. I never asked. All I know is I 
heard a little glee in his voice when he said it. 


TRIKIK 


“I don’t get it. What’s so bad about that name?” Gent asks. 

Jack sighs, his heart sinking as the memory is revived. “Adam’s last 
name is also Cole.” 

“So, they were brothers?” 

Jack shakes his head sadly and says, “No, Gent. They were 
married.” 


HOKE 


Granted, I didn’t know that immediately. I assumed the same as you 
when the dick told me. 


Brothers. Oh, okay. Nothing to worry about 
there. But then my dick said, “They’re 


separated, but not yet divorced.” 

Before I could ask him anything else, the bastard ended the call. 
Furious and confused, I gained entry into the building by smacking 
random buzzers until someone let me in. I then rushed up the stairs 
to the fourth floor, found apartment 4F, and kicked in the fucking 
door. 

Adam’s smiling face was everywhere. Pictures were hanging on 
the walls, propped up on tables and counters. The man with him in 
those pictures was clearly James - a little nerdy for my tastes, but 
cute in an innocent sort of way — and I fucking lost it. 

I started tearing the frames off the walls, kicking over furniture, 
and screaming bloody murder. Needless to say, I woke James in my 
rampage. He came out from the back room with a baseball bat and 
a bewildered look on his face. 

“What are you doing here? Who are you?” 


And you know what happened next? He 
fucking recognized me. You know what that 
means? The two of them — Adam and James — 
had discussed me enough that the little bitch 
knew who the fuck I was. He probably even 
knew I had just been fucking his husband back 
at my place. 

What happened next was a blur, I'll tell you. 
I remember feeling . . . pure hatred overflowing 
from every pore of my body, sending me 
across the room at James’s throat. He swung 
his bat, of course, but I was doped up on 
adrenaline and fury. I didn’t feel a thing. 
Instead, I wrenched his neck, ran him down 
the hall, and threw him onto the bed. As he 
tried to recover, I got the bat off the floor and 
brought down all kinds of hell upon his face. 


When I was through with him, you couldn’t 
tell what James looked like prior to our meet 
cute. His nose had flattened into a smear of 
hairy snot, and his cheek bones had caved in. 
His jaw was unhinged, his teeth knocked out, 
and his eyes sunken somewhere beneath a 


mushy redness. 

After I stopped hitting him, I fell back onto the floor and cried a 
bit. Maybe a few minutes. Not long enough that I was still there 
when the police showed. I left unseen, though a neighbor did try to 
catch a look at me as I hurried down the hall. I responded by 
tightening my hood over my face and shoving their head into the 
doorframe on my way by. 

I fucking hate rubberneckers. 


HOKE 


“So, you killed the husband?” 
“Oh, yes. He was certainly dead when I left him.” 
“And that’s why you’re here?” 


“That’s one of the reasons.” 


TRIKE 


When I got back from the Bronx, I realized I was empty handed. If 
Adam had seen my note at any point, then he would be expecting 
me to have something upon my return. So, I went to a diner that’s 
just down the road from my building, and picked us up a pie and 
some hot chocolate. 

Sure enough, Adam had gotten up at some point in my absence. 
I found him waiting on the couch, watching a movie with his phone 
in hand. I showed him my treats as I walked in, but he looked at me 
suspiciously. 


“Where were you?” he asked. 

I presented the pie again and said, “Getting all this.” 

“And that took two hours?” 

Well, shit. You see, Adam had gotten up within minutes of me 
leaving the apartment. I hadn’t accounted for that possibility, or 
maybe I had just hoped like hell against it. I don’t know, but I was 
left with my mouth open and no words to evacuate. 

As I stood there in the kitchen trying to figure out my lie, Adam 
stood from the couch and backed himself up against the wall, near 
one of the windows. I watched him clutch that phone and felt my 
stomach begin to twist all over again. You see . . . nobody acts 
defensively like that with a phone in hand unless they’ve called for 
help. 

“What’s going on?” I asked him, trying to hide my guilt as best I 
could. 


Adam’s eyes were staring into me in a way 
they never had before. It was like . . . he didn’t 
recognize me. It was like I was . . . a monster 
to him. But why? How could he possibly know 
what I had done? 


TRIKE 


Jack sits back down and lowers his head into his hands. “Can you guess, 
Gent?” 

“Did your dick call him?” 

Jack smiles. Gent isn’t as dumb as he looks, even if he is wrong. 


“No, but good guess. The dick did turn over 
everything about our business to the cops the 
moment he found out what happened in the 


Bronx, but that wasn’t until the next day.” 
“So, what then? Did Adam know or not?” 
Jack nods, his head still lowered. 


TEOKK 


He knew. But not because someone had told him. Unfortunately for 
me, the Coles had a security camera set up in the living room. It 
showed the apartment entrance, in case of burglary. Adam had 
received an alert on his phone while watching TV and turned on his 
live feed. He saw me trash the place and attack James. What he 
didn’t see was the bludgeoning, because that was in the bedroom 
where there were no cameras. Instead, he saw me rush his husband 
and then reemerge some five minutes later in a hurry to leave the 
scene. When James failed to answer his calls or appear on camera, 
Adam dialed 911 to check the place. 

The cops weren’t far behind me when I showed up at my 
apartment. I don’t know how I beat them there — I suppose they got 
caught up at the murder scene before deciding to find me — but 
those minutes were put to good use. 

As soon as Adam admitted there was a security camera in the 
Bronx, I knew it was all over. So, I charged him with every 
intention of killing us both. 


TERK 


Gent’s just about salivating with interest now. “What happened?” 

Jack lifts his head and stands. “Adam went through the window and 
I somehow got caught up in the frame.” He removes his shirt to reveal a 
tapestry of scars across his stomach and chest. “The glass cut me up real 
good, but obviously I survived.” 

“Fuck . . . did the fall kill your boy?” 


Jacks laughs shortly and nods. “Well, yeah. 


Broke his neck, crushed his skull. The works.” 


Gent snorts like a happy pig. “Happy fucking Valentine’s Day, huh?” 

Jack twists his shirt around and around in his hands, as if he’s 
wringing it out to dry. “So right, you are,” he says, taking a step toward 
Gent. “Eventually, we all get what we deserve, wouldn’t you agree?” 

Alarm shows on Gent’s face, but he’s too slow to react. Jack snaps 
his shirt into Gent’s eyes like a whip, blinding him. Gent jumps to his 


feet, but Jack quickly kicks him in the crackling kneecap. The man 
screams horribly and Jack grabs him by the hair, pulling him down hard 
to the cold floor. With the twisted shirt wrapped around both hands, 
Jack then jumps onto Gent’s back and proceeds to loop the makeshift 
rope beneath his prison mate’s neck like piano wire. 

Somewhere outside of their cell, people are shouting. An alarm rings 
a moment later and Jack knows what that means: the guards are 
coming. 

So, he pulls back on the shirt like he’s on a horse, trying to stop the 
animal. And, in some sense, that’s exactly what he’s doing. He’s bringing 
an animal to a stop, one with finality. 

Though Jack doesn’t see the guards swarm in, he feels them under his 
arms and around his waist. Before the job is done, he’s pulled off of 
Gent and across the cell. Something then strikes his head twice and 
darkness floods, just as Gent’s coughing confirms his survival. 


TERK 


When Jack regains consciousness, he is in a small room behind a thick, 
steel door with two rectangular, partition slabs. One is at standing, eye- 
level. The other is near the floor. In front of the lower slab is a tray of 
mushy food. 

Jack sits up and looks around his new cell. The lights are dim and 
apt to be shut off if he starts any trouble. This is an isolation chamber, 
but nothing he can’t withstand. Jack doesn’t mind solitude, with no one 
to talk to but himself. He actually prefers it that way. Now, he’ll actually 
be able to get a word in without interruption. 


House of Eggs 


CHAPTER ONE 
Awake 


| he lights were momentarily blinding 


when Newman opened his eyes for the first 
time in the pastel blue house. After wishing 
and blinking away the spots that danced 
before his eyes, the parlor room came into 
view. As he sat up, Newman realized he wasn’t 
in a bed, as he’d first assumed; rather, it was 
an enormous couch, one at least twenty times 
the size of any couch he’d ever seen. Looking 


about his unfamiliar surroundings, he realized 
everything that surrounded him was at least 
that much bigger than it should have been. It 
was as if he’d shrunk in size and become a toy 


miniature. 

The next thing he noticed was that he was completely naked and 
painted green. Shivering lightly, he looked around the large couch 
for his clothes, or at least a blanket. Empty handed and cold, 
Newman looked for a way to climb down from the couch. He was 
so high up that it would be like tackling a cliffside. He felt the 
leather and wondered if he would be able to grip it enough to keep 
from simply falling to the floor below. 

“Hello? Is there anybody else here?” 

The voice was coming from beyond the couch, in the direction 
of the foyer. Newman climbed the armrest and - several minutes 
later - peered around the furniture to see who was coming. The 
distance ended up being further than he’d expected, making the 
newcomer difficult to see. But there was someone else in the 
doorway, also small, naked, and painted. 

Newman covered his crotch with one hand and waved his other 
above his head to signal the man. 

“Over here!” 


TERK 


Sam was beyond confused when he awoke to find himself on the 
stairs, which were so big that he’d been able to use a single step as 
a bed and then some. Luckily for him, they were carpeted. After 
getting unsteadily to his feet - his legs stiff and weak - he saw that 
he was naked and painted yellow. At first, he thought he was 
severely sick; but then he touched his skin and felt the texture of 
the paint. He even scratched some of it off to prove to himself he 
didn’t have jaundice or something else. 

It took about twenty minutes to climb down to the foyer floor 
without injury. By the time he could feel the hardwood beneath his 
bare feet, he was exhausted and sweating beneath his paint. The 


exertion intensified the strange feeling of the paint on his skin, and 
soon he began itching all over. The need to scratch became 
aggressive as he reached the entryway to the parlor, to the point 
that Sam was tearing lines all through his coat of paint. 

“Hello?” he called out. “Is there anybody else here?” 

Just where the hell am I? Some kind of movie prop? 


That had to be it. This was one of the sets 
for Honey, I Shrunk the Kids or something. 
Were they adapting Micro for the big screen or 
one of those high-quality streaming services? 
Were those characters ever even inside a 
house? He seemed to remember the woods 
and a laboratory occupying most of that 


journey. 

By the time he’d gone maybe a foot or two (by normal-sized 
standards), someone responded to him from higher up. 

“Over here!” 

Sam looked up in the direction of the couch and saw a green 
man (just as naked as he) waving a hand in the air from atop the 
armest. 


Shit, he thought. Another painted dude. What 
the fuck is this place? 


Raising a reluctant hand, Sam waved back at the man. Unlike 
the green shrimp, he didn’t bother covering his crotch. He just 
didn’t care. 

“Hey! Hey!” 

A different voice. Sam looked to his left and - clear across the 
room - he spotted a blue woman wrapped in (what appeared to be) 
a napkin to cover her naked form. She was rushing across the room, 
shouting. “Oh, thank God! I thought I was alone here!” 


Seeing her, Sam respectively covered his 
crotch this time before acknowledging the girl. 
“No, youre not alone,” he said with little 
volume. She was still a distance away and 


unlikely to have heard him. 

The green man was looking over the armrest 
for a way down. “Can anyone help me?” he 
called down to Sam, unable to yet see the girl 
from his position. “By finding a string or 
something to toss up to me?” 


TRIKIK 


Lily was happy to have found others, but unhappy to see that she 
was (for the moment, at least) the only female. She had awoken an 
hour earlier in the kitchen, atop the counter near a building-sized 
microwave. Naked and blue. Had someone drugged her? This was 
an odd game to play, if so. 

Finding the napkin had been her first mission. Luckily, there’d 
been a holder on the other side of the sink, which she reached 
within five minutes of waking. Once she’d fastened the napkin 
around her body as a makeshift dress of sorts, she’d gone about the 
exercise of climbing down from drawer handle to drawer handle. 
Suddenly, her years in gymnastics had proven useful in survival; 
had anyone else tried what she had, chances are they would split on 
a handle and fall. But not Lily - each level down was like balance 
beam practice for her. 

Of course, she’d lost her napkin more than once during her 
escape from the kitchen, but she’d continue to fix and shred the 
material as necessary to put it back on. There was no way she was 
going to walk around this place in the nude. She didn’t know where 
she was or who had put her there, but she needed to keep at least a 
bit of dignity while painted blue. 

About the time she was entering the parlor, so was Sam. She 
split the distance with him as a voice echoed from somewhere 
above them: “Do you see anything? At all? Something to throw up 
to me?” 

As Sam approached Lily, he yelled over his shoulder, “Just push 
a pillow to the floor and then jump down onto it!” 


“What’s going on?” Lily asked as they came face to face. 

“There’s a green guy stuck up on the couch. He’s looking for a 
way down.” After taking a deep breath - clearly tired from his 
travels - the man held out his hand to Lily. “’m Sam, by the way. 
How long have you been awake?” 

“An hour or so. And call me Lily.” 

“Where did you wake up?” 

“The kitchen counter.” 

“Oh, shit. How did you get down?” 

“Gracefully.” 

Sam smirked and flicked a thumb back at the couch. “I guess we 
should help this other guy to the floor.” 

Lily noticed Sam holding his crotch, and said, “You know, 
eventually I’m going to see it as we look for a way out of here.” 

Realizing what she meant, Sam shrugged and took his hand 
away. “You're right. I don’t suppose you have an extra napkin or 
two?” 

“Sorry.” 

Sam chuckled and turned toward the couch. “Didn’t think so.” 


Lily followed closely behind. Sam was a 
gruff and slightly overweight male. His five 
o’clock shadow was three days old now, at 
least, if she had to guess. With the way he’d 
been painted, Lily would say he was from 
Springfield. Of course, that was a joke, and so 
she kept it to herself - she wasn’t looking to 


invite Avatar comments upon herself. 

By the time they’d rounded the couch to reveal the other captive 
- because that’s what they were, weren’t they? - Sam appeared to be 
out of breath and sweating once more. If he wasn’t careful, he’d get 
paint in his eyes and be blinded. Lily thought to warn him, but he 
looked to be in a bad mood already; she wasn’t looking to set him 
off. She didn’t know his temperament yet. 


The man above them on the armrest was 
green and doing his best to push over a pillow 


propped up in the crook. He was tall, thin, and 
bald. Lily imagined he was a runner or cyclist 


outside of all... this. 

“Too heavy?” Sam shouted. 

The green guy stopped pushing the pillow and looked down at 
them. “Yeah. It’s like pushing an enormous haystack or something.” 
He caught sight of Lily and straightened. “Oh. . . hey! My name is 
Newman.” Then, remembering his nakedness, the guy grabbed at 
his crotch. 

Lily laughed and shook her head. “Give it a break, Newman. I’ve 
already seen it,” she called up to him. 

“So... how the hell do I get down from here?” he asked them. 

Sam suggested, “Jump!” 

“To the floor? I’'d break my legs, if not more!” 

Sam turned to Lily and said, “God, are you sick of all this 
shouting yet? I know I am.” 


Lily was about to pat him on the shoulder 
when she reminded herself they were all 
strangers here. And worse than that, they were 
naked strangers in an oversized world in which 


someone had painted them for some reason. 

Looking around the parlor, Lily tried to gage the distance 
Newman would have to jump to other pieces of furniture, like the 
coffee table or the end table. The coffee table would surely be too 
dangerous a gamble, but the end table on the opposite end of the 
couch was possible. She pointed it out and said, “Have you checked 
there?” 

“Checked there for what?” Newman asked. 

“Look inside the drawer. Maybe something useful will be 
inside.” 

As Newman began his journey to the other side of the couch, 
Lily continued her scan of the room. Unlike Sam, she was trying to 
help the green guy above them. At one point, she considered tossing 
up an extension cord, but then she saw its size; the thing probably 
weighed the equivalent of a hundred pounds or more for her. Even 
with Sam’s help, she doubted they could throw it high enough to 


reach Newman. 

“What are you thinking?” Sam asked. 

“Nothing that seems likely to work. Not yet, at least.” 

“lve got nothing. Even if we found string, I don’t see how we 
could toss it up to the guy.” 

“Well, you tie something to the end of it, like a pencil. That 
would help us get it up there.” 

“Okay, but how much would a pencil weigh?” 

“We could use something other than a pencil.” 

“Do you see any string?” 

“No.” 

“Then this all moot. Let’s just leave the jolly green giant up 
there.” 


“The problem is he isn’t a giant, though. 
We’re all the size of handheld toys for some 
reason. And speaking of, do you have any idea 
about that?” 


Sam laughed. “I wish. ’'m not entirely sure yet this isn’t a 
dream. I mean, this is a ridiculous scenario, don’t you think? It can’t 
be real. And look at you - what are the chances I’d wake up in this 
situation with a blue hottie nearby? Zilch.” 

Lily shook her head, wanting to distance herself from Sam. She 
had the feeling he was an ass, and so far he hadn’t done anything to 
change that first impression. Some guys just had the look. Sam was 
one of those guys. Like, maybe he got fired from a teaching job for 
hitting on the students. Something inappropriate like that. 

Though Lily had yet to spot anything in the parlor, an idea 
occurred to her. She turned to look in the direction Sam had 
emerged, and saw that it was the foyer. “Hey, Sam,” she said. “Did 
you happen to see any shoes by the front door?” 

“You know what... I don’t think I looked. Why?” 

She met his eyes. “Laces, of course.” 

“Ah, right.” 

“Stay here and see if Newman finds anything. I’ll be back in a 
few.” 

Lily left the couch at a jog, eager to get them all on the same 
level to talk. If this place was at all real, then it stood to reason 
people occupied it. And that those people would be giants by 


comparison. 
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Sam watched her leave, wishing all the while that her napkin would 
fall. Once she’d reached the foyer, he finally returned his attention 
to Newman as the green man dropped himself down into the 
drawer he’d pushed open slightly. Sam walked over to the table legs 
and looked up. He could hear Newman shuffling around inside. He 
doubted there was anything to find beyond some remotes and drink 
coasters. 


Newman stuck his head out a minute later 
and looked down at him. “I don’t think 


anything in here will work.” 

“T figured as much,” Sam sighed, swiveling in place and looking 
around. Everything he could think of required way more strength 
than they had. Everything around them was heavy, thanks to their 
new tiny bodies. 

“Where did Lily go?” Newman asked. 

“She’s fetching you some shoelaces.” 

“Oh, good! That could work!” 


Sam rolled his eyes and looked away. This 
guy was rubbing him the wrong way. He 
seemed too energetic for his own good. One of 
those types. Probably optimistic and happy-go- 
lucky, too. God, he hated people like that. Sam 
was dark and brooding, by comparison. He 
liked to drink himself to sleep and smoke 
cigarettes on the corner. Visit the strip club 
and pay a hooker from time to time. He could 
already tell Lily disliked him, but he didn’t 
care. He never pretended to be someone else. 


Newman had climbed back out of the drawer and was inspecting 
the lamp atop the table. It was currently switched off, otherwise he 
would have blinded himself looking up at it. 

Sam saw him and asked what he was doing. 

“You think I could use its shade like a parachute?” 

“Only if your arms can stretch from one side to the other.” 

“Damn.” 


It would probably tip anyway, Sam thought. 
Sending your ass to the floor. Then he chuckled 


under his breath. 

Somewhere above them all - like on the second floor - there was 
the sudden sound of thunder. Only Sam knew it wasn’t the weather 
they were hearing. “Shit!” 

Newman looked from the ceiling to the floor. “What is it?” 

“Someone’s coming, you idiot! Hide!” 

As Newman jumped onto the couch to bury himself between the 
cushions, Sam dove under the couch into its hairy darkness. 
Immediately, a collection of hair startled him into thinking a rat 
was lying in wait. He struggled with it for a moment before 
realizing the truth. Then he moved to the backside of the couch to 
keep lookout for whoever was coming. 
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Lily was only halfway through removing the shoelace of a sneaker 
when she heard the movement up the stairs. Frightened, she dove 
into the shoe to hide. Once nestled in the uncomfortable darkness, 
she cursed herself for having chosen such a place to duck down; 
what if the oncoming giant wanted to put on their shoes? She’d be 
crushed, or at least discovered. 

As the stairs squeaked from the weight of the giant, Lily tried to 
think of an escape. If she dove out of the shoe now, surely she’d be 
seen. And then what? Who knew if these people were friendly or 
not. For all she knew, they’d capture Lily and the other two. 

A voice boomed loudly, sounding deep and muffled. Due to her 
size, the words were impossible to decipher. Was the giant talking 
to her, itself, or someone else in the house? She wanted to poke her 


head out and see, but didn’t dare. 

A few moments later, the giant finally reached the bottom of the 
foyer. For Lily, it seemed to have taken several minutes. Was she 
just that impatient, or was this person moving incredibly slow? 

As the thunderous steps turned right - moving beyond her 
position - she decided to risk a look. Poking herself up out of the 
sneaker, she saw an enormous child going into the living room. The 
boy looked to be about four or five, with sandy blond hair and 
glasses. He was still wearing pajamas - the kind with feet that 
zipped up the leg to the neck - and holding a brightly colored 
wicker basket at his side. 

“Oh, fuck.” 

As the boy disappeared around the corner, Lily climbed out of 
the shoe and quickly returned to unthreading the shoelace. She had 
a bad idea of what was going on, but did her best to focus on the 
task at hand. If she was right, then they were possibly in a lot of 
danger. 

She was just about finished with the sneaker when someone 
began to scream horribly from the living room. Unlike the boy, 
their quality of voice wasn’t muffled. 

This scream belonged to someone else her size. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
The Egg Hunt Begins 


hen Sam spotted Lily running 


toward the couch with a long shoelace trailing 
behind her, he signaled to her from his hiding 
place as best he could. Luckily, she saw him 
and altered her path. As soon as she was 
within earshot, Sam ushered her to quickly 
hide with him. 


“Come on! Come on!” 

Once under the couch with the shoelace being wound up 
between them, Lily said, “Did you see him?” 

“The boy? Just briefly. Not much of an angle from here.” 

“Did you see what he was carrying?” 

“No.” 

“T’m pretty sure it was an Easter basket.” 

“So?” 

“So, look at us!” 

Sam licked his lips as he processed what she was saying. 

“We’re his fuckin’ eggs, Sam!” she practically screamed. 

Sam laughed nervously. “Come on, that’s ridiculous.” 

“Is it? We woke up in a strange house, small, naked, and 
painted. A kid is walking around with an Easter basket. He’s looking 
for eggs. Someone put us here for him to find!” 


“That’s just . .. come on. That’s insane.” 

Someone new was screaming from outside the parlor. It was 
distant, but frantic. Lily knew it belonged to someone new because 
this voice was much higher pitched than the voice she’d heard in 
the foyer. This one belonged to a girl. 

“There goes another one,” she said, her body shaking violently 
now. 


Sam put up his hands. “Okay, assuming 
you're right . . . what happens if the boy 


catches us? We just go into the basket, right? 
What’s so bad about that? We can escape it, 


I’m sure.” 

“Why are people screaming then?” she asked. 

“T don’t know. Because a fucking giant kid has just picked them 
up, I guess.” 

Lily shook her head. “I think something worse is going on.” 

“Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m not full of candy or 
money.” 

“Do you think the kid knows that?” 

“Lily, listen. If the kid is catching a screaming, flailing person, I 
think he’s intelligent enough to know we aren’t fuckin’ Easter eggs. 
He can see that.” 

Lily just shook her head and held her arms close to her chest. 
The shoelace and Newman were completely forgotten. 
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Above them, Newman was nestled uncomfortably between the 
couch cushions. He wasn’t sure how long he should wait, but the 
others hadn’t called up to him. Maybe they weren’t ready to throw 
him a line just yet, or maybe they’d been caught. He’d heard the 
movements of a person but hadn’t seen anything from his position. 
He didn’t know about the toddler or the basket, nor had he been 
able to hear the distance screams from his tight space. 

God damn it. What’s going on out there? 

Newman wiggled his body around, trying to get in a better 
position for air. He was starting to have difficulty catching his 
breath. 

A minute or two later, the footsteps became louder. The giant 
was heading their way, it sounded like. Newman cursed and moved 
himself closer to the outside of the space, that way he could see into 
the parlor. Once situated, he waited as patiently as he could, though 
it wasn’t easy. The more time that passed, the more tempted he was 
to make the jump down to the floor. But surely, he would break his 
legs from this height, wouldn’t he? And there was no way he could 
make the entire distance between the couch and coffee table. 


The steps were behind the couch now. He 
heard a deep, muffled voice sound, but 
nothing was clear enough to understand. Then 
the movement paused. Newman seemed to 
wait forever for it to start up again, but when 
it did, the child came into view. Newman 
studied the toddler, noting the basket. He 
could just see inside, enough so that he was 


sickened by its contents. 
Before he could help himself, he cursed loudly and vomited. 
The child turned to look at him. 
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“Did he just - ?” 

Sam grabbed Lily’s hand to silence her. 

They’d both heard Newman. But had the kid? From beneath the 
couch, they could not see the boy twist in place to view the couch. 
They didn’t know yet Newman was discovered. 

Holding their breaths, they waited for something to happen. 

The boy seemed to laugh, though the sound was like a series of 
explosions for them. Lily slapped her hands to her ears and winced. 
Sam took a step back and gritted his teeth. 

Oh, fuck. Oh, fuck. Oh, fuck. 

The child put the basket down beside its feet. 


TKK 


With his hands free, the boy flipped up the cushions of the couch, 
tossing Newman in the process. When he landed, it was awkwardly 
on his leg, which bent and snapped audibly. He began to scream 
obscenities in his pain. 


The boy giggled some more and reached out for Newman. He 
tried to crawl away - the child’s movements slow to him - but he 
couldn’t get far enough to stop his capture. The boy picked him up 
tightly and brought Newman’s green body to his eyes. They looked 
excited and hungry. 

Newman struggled as best he could, but it was no use. The grip 
on his body tightened and he gasped for air, trying to call for help. 
His ribs crackled a second later in distress. 

The child opened its mouth, which was smeared in blood. The 
teeth showed remnants of paint and gore. 

Newman began to cry. 
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“Jesus,” Lily whispered, holding tightly to Sam’s arm as they 
listened to Newman’s final moments. “What’s happening up there?” 

Before Sam could reply, Newman’s screams were silenced and a 
splattering of blood fell to the floor, shortly followed by an organ 
and a strip of skin. Lily smacked a hand over her mouth to stifle a 
scream. Sam almost fell back in terror. Another second later, a 
severed arm landed beside the mess. 

Frozen in place and trying not to breathe, Lily and Sam watched 
as the child’s large hand appeared to pick up the basket once more. 
A moment later, it was moving away from the couch to search the 
rest of the parlor, leaving behind Newman’s blood splattered 
remains. 

Lily turned to face Sam, her eyes red and wet with silent tears. 
Shakily, she whispered, “What do we do now?” 

Sam swallowed hard, his eyes fixed beyond her, fixed on what 
little he could see of the murderous boy. 

“Eventually, he has to go to bed, right?” 

Lily didn’t reply. 

Sam took a seat on the floor and looked around at the dirt, dust, 
and hair surrounding them. It wasn’t going to be a pleasant stay, 
but hiding here would be better than going out there and risking 
capture. He wondered if Lily felt the same way. 

Something told him she’d rather run. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
Other Players 


liya - small, purple, and naked - exited 


the office armed with a sharp tack and some 
string looped around her waist. She’d been the 
first awake, early enough that it’d still been 
cold and dark. The child hadn’t left his bed 


until two hours after she’d been on foot. 

Aliyah had first opened her eyes in the darkness of the 
bathroom, her form laid out atop the furry covering of the toilet lid. 
It took some time for her to realize where she was and how small 
she’d become, but she’d acted quickly after putting together the 
pieces. She slid down the side of the toilet - tumbling, more like - 
and raced across the cold tile to the hallway beyond. 

The first room she stuck her head inside belonged to the child. 
The boy looked peaceful and harmless as he slept, but Aliyah also 
recognized him as a threat due to his size. She thought of young 
children with dogs, how they would stroke them too hard when 
they tried to pet their heads. With that uncomfortable image in 
mind, she decided she would need to find a weapon sooner than 
later. She began looking for the office immediately. 


Though she’d located many better weapons 


than a tack, she couldn’t carry any of them. As 
much as she wanted the scissors, she would 
never be able to wield the blades before her in 
any way that would work in her favor. As for 
the string she discovered in a craft kit, she 
figured it'd come in use plenty; already, she’d 
learned how difficult it was to get around 


being the size of a Star Wars figurine. 

She’d been in the process of gathering these things and planning 
a way back down to the floor when the child woke up with a 
youthful energy she could not remember. Within seconds of getting 
out of bed, the boy was excitedly racing down the hall with a 
wicker basket in hand. At the top of the stairs, he skidded to a stop 
and called out to his sleeping parents that he was up and ready. 
Without waiting for an answer, he began down the steps 
awkwardly, his legs still short and fat. 

Aliyah listened as best she could - when the boy spoke, it 
sounded like a short series of deep belching - and waited for the 
second level to quiet once more. She expected the parents to exit 
their room next, but nothing else moved upstairs. Praying that the 
adults would remain in bed a little longer, Aliyah left the office and 
tried to decide where she’d go next. 

She didn’t yet know others her size were waking up elsewhere 
around the house. Not until she heard their screams echo from 
below. 
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Benji was a short, fat man that couldn’t run for more than twenty 
seconds. His fat, orange ass was snatched up with ease when the 
child spotted him on top of the train table. But rather than bite 
down on Benji, the young boy rolled him across the living room 
floor like a bowling ball. Benji screamed only once before the 
impact crushed his skull and ended his life. Had he known what 


would follow, Benji would have been grateful for the way he died. 

Hannah wasn’t so lucky. Unlike Benji, she was very much aware 
that the child was going to eat her alive. When she saw Benji’s 
orange form scooped up from the floor and plopped into the boy’s 
mouth, she vomited and stumbled into the soil of the potted plant 
she’d found herself nestled. Frantically, she picked herself up and 
absentmindedly brushed herself clean as the boy’s eyes fell upon 
her from across the room, his mouth still chewing loudly on orange 
remains. 

Though there was no use in running, Hannah tried. She quickly 
jumped out of the plant, broke her ankle in her landing, and limped 
quickly across the end table with nowhere else to go but several 
feet down. As she peered over the edge - trying to figure out a way 
to safety - the blonde boy charged over to her with his tongue 
hanging out like a dog. 


He was that excited to see her. Hannah had 
never seen someone so happy to see her, nor 


would she ever again. 

At the last second, she jumped. The child was already too close 
to the table, though, and dropped his basket to catch her midfall. 
When she landed in his sweaty palms, it took her a moment to 
realize what had happened. But then she’d twisted her neck around 
to look over her shoulder to see the boy’s mouth opening wide as he 
giggled from the fun of it all. 

Inside the boy’s mouth, Hannah let loose a bloodcurdling scream 
as she scrambled across the tongue and back toward the teeth. Had 
she stayed in place, maybe the boy would’ve tried swallowing her 
whole and choked to death. Instead, his jaw closed just as Hannah 
tried diving out of his mouth. As a result, the bite severed her at the 
clavicle. Her decapitated head fell out of the boy’s mouth and 
dropped to the floor below with a light thud. 

Rather than pick up Hannah’s remains, the boy left her head 
behind. There was more where that came from. 
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Aliyah heard both Benji and Hannah scream, 
however briefly. Surely, they were dead now. 
As to why they’d only had time to scream once 
each, Aliyah didn’t want to guess. Something 
horrific must have happened, thanks to the 
young boy. If he was that dangerous, she 
hoped to never meet the parents. She’d 
purposefully avoided their room, having heard 
movement and moans coming from beyond 
their door. Though not out of bed yet, they 


were awake. 

So, now what? 

Aliyah had asked herself that question at least a dozen times 
since waking in the bathroom. Now, there was light outside and the 
world was becoming active. Her ability to sneak out unnoticed 
seemed like a fantasy at this point. She wished a window had been 
open someplace, but she doubted she’d stumbled upon such luck; it 
was only fifty degrees or so outside, if she were to guess. If only it 
had been the dead of summer. Maybe then she could have jumped 
out a window into overgrown, green grass below. 


With that escape route impossible - what 
were the chances she’d have the strength to 
yank open a fucking window with only four 
inches in height? - Aliyah would have to think 
of something else. Certainly, somebody would 
have to open the front or back door at some 
point, right? With that in mind, she’d have to 
keep close to the giants while remaining out of 
sight, out of mind. 

Making camp outside the parents’ bedroom, 


she decided to wait and listen to the screams 
she couldn’t help. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
Watching, Waiting, and Planning 


ily needed to move, needed to run, but 


where? She couldn’t just wait around while 
people were dying. Sam seemed perfectly 
content to do just that, but such practiced 
ignorance was beyond the realm of possibility 
for Lily. She had a shoelace in tow, but what 
could she use it for now? Their green friend 
was gone, so she was no longer going to toss it 
up along the couch. Could they use the lace 


for something else, like an escape? 

While Sam sat in the center of the darkness - quiet and shocked - 
Lily went from corner to corner of the couch’s underside, looking 
for ways out of their mess. She did this four times over before Sam 


finally slammed his fists onto the floor and hissed her name. 

“What, Sam?” she growled, stomping toward him. “What’s the 
fuckin’ problem?” 

Sam craned his head around to look at her, his eyes strained and 
crazed. “Stop running around me like a mouse in search of cheese. 
This is not a maze we'll survive, okay? Just fucking accept it.” 

“Says the man who planned to wait for everyone to sleep.” 

“That’s the only plan I’m willing to try.” 

“But it gives you hope, right? What’s wrong with me finding my 
own hope?” 

Sam licked his lips, but didn’t reply. 

“You know what I think?” Lily said. “I think you’re on edge - 
which is perfectly understandable - but don’t take it out on me. ’'m 
sure you’re so overwhelmed that you feel the need to take it out on 
somebody, but I’m your only friend right now.” 

Sam looked out at the boy as he tossed books off a shelf in 
search of people like them. 


“You know, it’s funny,” he said, laughing a 
little. “I’ve never wanted to kill a kid before 
today. Believe it or not, I’ve never been that 


kind of asshole.” 


To her own surprise, Lily smiled. Now, they were getting 
somewhere. This was progress. 

“Get up, Sam,” she said, putting a hand under his arm and lifting 
it. “We aren’t just gonna wait around and let the others die.” 

He shrugged her away and remained seated. “What do I care 
about the lives of others?” 

“You should, because we all need to look out for one another. 
Would you turn away a helping hand if someone else came by?” 

Sam shrugged. “Depends on what stupid plan they had. So far, 
you’ve given me nothing to get excited about.” 

Lily clenched her fists, wanting to hit him. “Maybe if I knock 
you out, you’ll wake up to find this was all just a dream,” she said 
through gritted teeth. “Please take me up on the offer.” 

Sam chuckled and patted her on the foot. “Maybe later, once 
I’ve totally lost it.” 

“You’re not there yet?” 

“Nah. Just overwhelmed, like you noted. I don’t bounce back as 


quickly as you apparently do.” 

Lily looked in the direction of the hunting kid. “Well, get 
working on it,” she said. “I’m feeling cabin fever already under this 
damn couch.” 
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Aliyah had nearly fallen asleep outside of the 
master bedroom when she was startled awake 
by the movement of the parents climbing out 
of bed. Would they shower off before coming 
out? What if there was no adjoining bathroom 
at all? She hugged the corner and waited for 
the door to open. Maybe one of them would 
go outside for the paper - would there even be 
one? - giving her the ability to seek safety 
away from the house. She could only pray. 
Too bad nobody had milk delivered anymore. 
There were less and less reasons to leave the 


house with every passing year. 

Movement closed in suddenly. Aliyah made herself as invisible 
as possible by pushing herself into the doorframe corner and 
keeping absolutely still. The father appeared a moment later, his 
body half turned as he said something to his wife. For Aliyah, it 
sounded like booming gibberish. What caught her attention the 
most in that moment was the fuzzy, upturned tail of a cat rubbing 
against the husband’s leg. The moment she spotted its orange puff, 
Aliyah stiffened in fear. 

Fuck. 

The husband turned away from the room and exited, closing the 
door behind him. Luckily, the cat did not follow. Aliyah let herself 
breathe again - however shakily - as the father made his way down 


the hall and toward the stairs. He was wearing boxers and a plain 
tee, so it seemed likely he’d be returning to the room shortly. 
Rather than give chase, Aliyah remained in the corner and waited 
to see what he did next. 

At the stairs, the father stopped and called down to his boy. A 
moment later, a higher (but still unidentifiable) response followed. 
Placated by the nonsense Aliyah heard, the father nodded to himself 
and turned to the communal bathroom. He disappeared inside a 
second later, shutting the door behind him. Aliyah wondered if he 
would take notice of her missing from atop the toilet, or if he’d 
even remember putting her there. Surely, someone had, if not him. 

She’d seen the boy’s basket as he rushed by the office earlier. It 
hadn’t taken Aliyah more than a second to put two and two 
together. She’d been painted purple and placed in an easy-to-locate 
spot of the house. A child was running about with a basket of 
colored straw. People her size were screaming when captured. 
Aliyah knew this was some sort of fucked-up Easter egg hunt. 
Personally, she never celebrated the holiday (or understood its 
mascot), so she’d forgotten it was approaching. But it was a 
Saturday she remembered last before all went black. It was also 
April, so it made sense that Easter had arrived. 

How was any of this happening, though? 

She looked at the bedroom door and hesitated. There was no 
way she could search it now that she knew there was a cat inside. 
The feline would surely kill her. As for that father . . . she could still 
follow him, she supposed. Again, if there was any chance of him 
opening a door to the outside, she needed to be close by to take 
advantage of the opportunity. 

From the bathroom, she heard the toilet flush. Aliyah crossed 
the hallway - hugging the wall as she went - and stopped outside 
the closed door. After the sink shut off, the father appeared, his feet 
larger than Aliyah’s shrunken form. She took a deep breath and 
cursed herself for being the only purple thing in the fucking hall. 
Luckily, the man never looked down. Instead, he headed for the 
stairs and began his descent to the lower level. 


Aliyah hurried after him, hoping he couldn’t 
hear the light pattering of her bare feet on the 
wooden floor. 
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“ve got it!” 

Sam looked over his shoulder lazily as Lily practically skipped 
over to him with the shoelace trailing behind her. 

“ve got it!” she repeated as she came up beside him. 

“Yeah, and what’s that?” Sam asked, already uninvested. 

“We trip the fucking kid,” she said with a big grin. “We tie this 
across an entryway and wait for him to fall.” 

“And ... when he does?” Sam asked, not sure where his blue 
friend was going with this. 

“We knock him out or something.” 

“How?” 

“We have something heavy at the ready. When he falls, we drop 
it on his head.” 

“Jesus. That could kill him, don’t you think?” Sam snorted in 
disbelief. “I mean, I’m okay hurting the kid. But killing him seems 
like crossing the line.” 

Lily began to pace back and forth. “Maybe . . . we tie him up 
and demand he let us go?” 

“Tie him up? He’s a helluva lot bigger than us. I don’t see that 
happening.” 

“Maybe he doesn’t realize we are living people. Maybe he’s 
young enough to think we’re just interactive toys!” 

“Toys that he eats?” Sam said with a laugh. “Come on, he knows 
we're alive. People are screaming when he eats them.” 

Lily dropped to the ground in frustration and slammed her fists 
against the floor several times. It was, essentially, an adult tantrum. 
Sam immediately looked around to see if the kid had heard, but the 
boy was nowhere to be seen. He was in the kitchen, Sam was pretty 
sure. 

“Any other ideas?” he asked her. 

Lily stopped her slamming and glared at him. “Fuck off.” 

“Now, hold on. I think your tripping idea has merit,” he 
admitted. “I just think you needed a different plan to follow it.” 

“Like what?” 

“We'll have to give it some more thought.” 

“In the meantime, people are dying,” Lily growled. 

Sam shrugged. “Are they, though? I haven’t heard a scream in a 


while. Maybe there’s no one left but us.” 

Lily considered this. “There could be others hiding, though.” 

“Assuming that’s true, at what point do you 
think the boy actually starts looking under 
things?” 

Lily licked her lips nervously. “I’m surprised he hasn’t yet.” 

“Exactly. Which leads me to believe it will start as soon as he’s 
finished searching the kitchen,” Sam said, sighing. “Where else is 
there to look, you think? I suppose there could be a pantry and 
laundry room somewhere still. Maybe he hasn’t checked those spots 
yet. But my point is, once he’s finished his initial scan of the house, 
he’s going to start looking harder. Don’t you think?” 

“Maybe not. He’s just a toddler, after all. Three or four. How 
smart are they?” 

Sam shrugged. “Don’t know. I keep my pecker covered. You?” 

“T always wanted one before this. Now, I’m not so sure.” 

Sam laughed, but said nothing. 

From atop the stairs, a booming voice sounded. 

“Shit,” Lily said, straightening. “That must be a parent.” 

Somewhere outside of the parlor, they heard the higher voice of 
the boy responding. Then a door closed upstairs. 

“What do you think that was about?” Sam asked. 

“Dunno. I guess the father was checking on him. But that means 
his parents are also awake, and could be coming down next.” 

“Well, shit.” 

“We’ve got to figure out something quick!” 

Sam stood and walked to the edge of their cover. He looked 
around the parlor with a tight scan. When nothing caught his eye, 
he cursed and turned back to Lily. “You came from the kitchen 
originally. What did you see in there?” 

Lily considered this for a moment, imagining the space as best 
she could. Then she smiled. “There was a door to a back deck or 
something.” 

“No open windows?” 

She shook her head. 

“Okay. But a door? Well ... there’s a door in the foyer, too, and 
a lot good that’s done us. It’s locked, I’m sure, just like the back 
door you saw. So, where does that leave us?” 

“The window above the sink. It was shut, but . . . I don’t know, 


maybe we could find a way to break it.” 

“T wonder how we’d manage that.” 

Lily wasn’t sure. They could use something from the counter, 
but how possible was that considering their size? 

“What did Newman ever find inside the drawer?” she asked after 
a moment. 

“T don’t know. Probably a remote and some coasters.” 

Lily perked up a little. “A coaster . . . those stone ones have 
some heft to them. If there’s one here, we could use that to 
repeatedly bash a window until it broke.” 

Sam studied her as he considered the idea. Then he looked up at 
the underside of the couch. “What if we go through all the trouble 
of getting up there, only to discover I’m wrong?” 

“Then we are in the same position as we are now.” 


“Well, no. We’d be in a worse position, 
because we’d be up high and completely 


exposed.” 
Lily sighed. “Let’s give it ten minutes. If no other ideas strike . . 


”? 


Sam nodded. “Fine. Then we'll try it.” 

Someone began to climb down the stairs. 

“Fuck.” 

Lily eyed the underside of the couch. “Until we make up our 
minds, how about we hide better? Let’s climb up into this thing.” 


TKK 


CHAPTER FIVE 
Preparing to Move 


liyah didn’t like this one bit. By the 


time she’d dropped just one step, the father 
had already reached the foyer. If anyone were 
to come by, they’d surely spot Aliyah making 
her slow descent. She needed to do this 


quicker somehow. 

She thought of the tack and string, trying to decide between the 
two. Did she want to do some crazy warrior game with the tack, 
using it like a pick along a cliffside? Or tie the string to the banister 
and hope it would be long enough to ride to the floor below? 

The string sounded much easier. And if it wasn’t long enough, 
she could always resort to the tack the rest of the way. The problem 
was holding onto the damn thing while also climbing down. It 
seemed likely she’d have to slide instead, which would rip open her 
palm. Was the injury worth the faster descent? Or would it be 
better to simply continue down the stairs by foot, hoping all the 
while nobody came around? 

There was still the wife and cat to worry about up here. They 
could come next, and at any moment. 

Aliyah grinded her teeth, trying to push back her mounting 
anxiety. If only she had gloves she could put on to protect her 
hands. But what were the chances the little boy had some doll 
clothes in his room? 

“Maybe a GI Joe?” 

That seemed possible. She looked back toward the hall, 
considering her options. The hike would take time, and again she 
would be exposed. 

“Fuck it,” she decided, turning to the banister. 

She would just have to deal with the busted palm. Assuming she 
didn’t let go from the pain and fall to her death. 

“That would show me,” she chuckled, getting the string ready. 
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Rupert looked like a devil of sorts, painted red like this. 

He’d been watching Lily and Sam for an hour now, waiting on 
them to make a move. The child had come close to discovering him 
earlier on the lower bookshelf, but Rupert had slid himself between 
the pages of a photo album that had been merely pushed aside. 
Now, he was higher up on the shelf with a moderate view of the 
room. Besides Lily and Sam, he hadn’t seen anyone else yet. He kept 
hoping to spot more folk his size, but so far it appeared that they 
were the only three left in this parlor. 

Like the others, he’d heard the screams. He’d even seen the 
green guy get eaten alive. He knew what was happening and 
wanted none of it. What he needed to do was reach the others, 
because there was power in numbers. Together, they had better 
chances of surviving this hell. 

Opting to keep as quiet as possible, he’d not bothered yelling 
across the room to the others. Now that they were up inside the 
couch, they probably wouldn’t even hear him anyway. He wished 
he knew what they’d discussed, what they were planning (if 
anything). Hiding and waiting seemed safest, but also wrong. What 
was he to do - just starve to death? He supposed that would be 
better than being eaten, but still . . . there was always the option of 
jumping. From this height - especially if he dived headfirst - surely, 
he would be killed instantly. 

He decided to put that plan in his back pocket. 

From atop the shelf, he could see a sliver of the kitchen. The boy 
was throwing open drawers left and right, but so far had found 
nothing. Several times, he’d moved a small step stool around to 
check the counters. But still, nothing. The blue girl had come from 
there earlier that morning; maybe she’d been the only one placed 
there. Or maybe there were others like them, just hiding in places 
out of reach of the child. 

He wished he was big enough to wield a knife from the 
chopping block. But at this height, a knife would just tip over too 
easily, taking him down with it. So, what could he wield? He 
thought of a cheese knife but wondered if the family owned one. He 
could possibly carry one of those well enough to fight. Paring 
knives could be small, too. 


Should he go to the kitchen then? He was just about to make a 
move down the shelf when the father appeared from the foyer. 


TRI 


The underside of the couch was itchy and scraggly. There had been 
gaps in the fabric near the legs, which was how Sam and Lily had 
climbed inside. In the darkness of their new space, neither could 
really see the other. The millions of rough threads surrounding 
them acted as a camouflage of sorts, burying them in a makeshift 
field of tall grass. It was also difficult to breathe, what with the heat 
of the confined space and all the shit floating around them. Lily had 
never been so itchy - her skin felt like it was on fire. She wondered 
if Sam felt the same. 

They could hear the father turning into the parlor, the vibration 
of his steps reaching them even inside the couch. Without having to 
tell one another to shut it, they remained quiet and still, listening to 
the giant’s nearby movements. He said something loudly and the 
boy responded from around the corner in the kitchen. They spoke 
back and forth a moment, their language akin to a vicious storm for 
Lily and Sam. 

“This window plan is shit,” Sam said in the midst of their 
thundering words. 

Lily tried hushing him. 

“Relax. I’m whispering from inside a fucking couch. They can’t 
hear us.” 

“Just shut up,” Lily hissed. 

“The fucking parents are up now. What chance do we have in 
breaking a window before one of them snatches us?” 

“You’re probably right,” Lily admitted unhappily, scratching at 
her irritated skin. “So, what now? Back to the tripping?” 

“T don’t mind killing the parents so much.” 

“You’d orphan the kid.” 

“Better than killing him, though.” 

“There’s got to be a way to drug them all or something.” 

Though Lily couldn’t see Sam, she felt him jerk into a sitting 
position. 

“Now, wait just a minute. You could have something there.” 


“You think?” 

“Fuck, yeah. I mean, we drug their drinks with something, then 
just wait for them to pass out.” 

“TIsn’t that plan the same as waiting for bedtime, though?” 

“Hmm... yeah, I suppose.” 

“T hate to say this, but ... you may be right about just waiting 
this out.” 

Sam chuckled. “Well, I’ll be damned.” 

“Shut up.” 

“T will say this, though ... once they’re asleep, how do we 
leave?” 

Lily exhaled loudly, all the while scratching her skin. “We could 
always hide by the front door, and just wait for one of those 
assholes to step outside.” 

“That may be our best shot.” 

“Until then, we need to eat.” 

“Yeah, ’'m getting pretty hungry. I don’t think I’ve eaten since 
lunch yesterday.” 

“T had dinner, but that felt like ages ago. I feel like I may pass 
out soon.” 

The father and son began to move again. Wherever they were 
headed, it was away from the parlor. 

“The kitchen just opened up,” Sam said with a laugh. “Why 
don’t we check the fridge?” 

“T doubt we could open that big fucker. But maybe we can find 
an open bag of chips or crackers someplace.” 
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Rupert watched as Lily and Sam exited the underside of the couch, 
their heads flicking left and right repeatedly as they searched for 
the giants. Then they made a mad dash for the kitchen, tugging 
along a shoelace as they ran. Rupert laughed at the sight of them, 
and then looked down the floor below. 

It seemed like the time to leave the bookshelf had come. 


TRI 


CHAPTER SIX 
Cat 


liyah had decided to drop the tack to 


the floor below before beginning her climb 
down the string. Though this left her 
defenseless, she felt better about temporarily 
abandoning the tack upon seeing the string 
reach within inches of the floor below. She 
wouldn’t need the weapon for any scaling; this 
just meant an attacker was more likely to 
snatch her without first receiving a small 


piercing in their attack. 

Having chosen not to slide down the string - thus sparing her 
palms - Aliyah was making slow progress to the level below. Above 
her head, she’d heard the mother constantly moving about the 
bedroom, supposedly getting dressed. She hoped to be done with 
her climb before the woman finished, because she didn’t want to be 
caught halfway between floors. 

Several times, she nearly lost her grip and fell. Her muscles 
weren’t what they used to be; unemployment had dulled her in 
every way, it seemed. Just a few months ago, this rope climbing 
would have been simple. Now, Aliyah was struggling to go an inch 
every few minutes, she was moving so slowly. 


By the time she was nearing the end of the 
string, the bedroom door opened above. 
Aliyah panicked - she was so close! - and 
decided she needed to drop the moment she 
heard the mother hit the stairs. Otherwise, 
she’d be an easy catch. Quickening her pace, 
she made good progress in a matter of 
seconds. But then the string shook from side to 
side with a sudden jerking, striking Aliyah 


against the wall and nearly knocking her free. 

Looking up, she saw that the cat was at the top of the stairs, 
pawing at her lifeline. 

“Shit!” 

Aliyah let go and braced herself for impact. She had been about 
a foot above the floor still, higher than she would have liked. When 
she hit the ground, it was hard. The vibration that shot through her 
body rattled her teeth and made her joints scream in distress. 
Somewhere from the stairs, the cat began to meow. 

It sounded like a beast was approaching. 
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As Lily and Sam turned into the kitchen, they quickly plastered 
themselves against the underside of the cabinets. The boy was still 
there, on the opposite end by the microwave. It looked like he was 
frustrated and ready to call it quits. Lily prayed it would be so, but 
Sam knew better. The boy said something loudly and the father 
replied from somewhere else on the ground floor. The problem was 
they didn’t know where, exactly. 

“What now?” Sam whispered. 

“T think he’s about to leave. Just wait a moment.” 

Sure enough, the boy exited the kitchen and turned into the 
half-bath in the short hall extending to the living room. Once he 
was out of sight, Lily patted Sam on the shoulder and stepped out 


into the open. There was a drawer handle a couple inches above her 
head. She tossed her string over it to Sam, who pulled it down. 
They repeated the step and then tightened the loop. 

“Now, we climb,” Lily said. 

“Well, wait. Once we’re on the handle, what do we do?” 

“Repeat all this with the string.” 

“We can’t both be balancing up there at the same time, fucking 
with a string. Someone will fall. Or both of us.” 

Lily considered this and nodded. “Well, seeing as I’m good at 
this sort of thing, let me just get to the top, and then I’ll drop the 
string down to you to climb.” 

“Tt’s not long enough. You’d have to just let the whole thing fall 
down here for me to do all the climbing alone with it.” 

“Then I suppose you better watch and learn, because you’re only 
going to see this once,” she said, winking. 

Sam groaned and scanned their surroundings to make sure they 
were still clear. When the boy left the half-bath a moment later, 
they both froze. Luckily, the child didn’t look in the direction of the 
kitchen at all. Instead, he went to a closed door and opened it. Sam 
watched closely as the boy disappeared into a darkness, only to 
have a light flick on a moment later. 

“A basement?” 
Lily looked down at him from the first drawer handle. “I think 
so.” 

“Keep that in mind,” Sam said, craning his neck to see her. 
“Basements often have little windows and such we might fit 
through or easily break.” 

Lily tapped her temple and returned to her climb. 
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About the time Lily was reaching the counter, Rupert was finally 
placing his feet on the floor of the parlor. Exhausted, he took a seat 
in a dark corner and rested for a moment. While catching his 
breath, he heard the cat’s meowing from the foyer. His head 
immediately shot up to look for the source, but he couldn’t see the 
pet from his place on the floor. He also couldn’t tell the sounds 
belonged to a cat. But he was sure it was an animal of some sort 


making the terrible sound, one that he would need to avoid. 
“And the fuckin’ plot thickens,” he groaned. 
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Injured, but not dead, Aliyah collected herself quickly and rushed to 
the tack. The cat was on its way down the stairs, licking its teeth 
hungrily and making hurried strides. 


With her weapon in hand, Aliyah made a 
mad dash - or as mad as her bruised legs 
would allow - into the parlor room. As the cat 
reached the foyer, it began to charge after her. 
Aliyah just barely made it under the couch in 
time, a single pawing nearly swiping her back 
in the process. 

Panting, Aliyah dropped to her buttocks and 
tried to catch her breath. It was then she 
realized it wouldn’t be so easy to recover - she 
was starting to have a panic attack. Tears fell 
from her eyes as Aliyah began scratching 
roughly at her arms and gasping repeatedly. 
After a minute of this, she fell unconscious 
onto her side, her arms and fingernails red. 
She’d hyperventilated. 
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Rupert saw all this from his hiding place beside a potted plant with 
leaves dangling over his head. He didn’t know who this purple girl 


was, but she desperately needed help. It looked as if she’d stopped 
moving. The cat, on the other hand, was pacing around the 
perimeter of the couch, occasionally sliding its paw under as far as 
it could. Luckily for the girl, the beast was too fat to slip under the 
couch with her. Still, its paws were coming uncomfortably close to 
reaching her from the front and back ends of the couch. 


Rupert looked around for anything to use 
against the cat, but he was defenseless. Maybe 
he could create a distraction to lure the cat 
away; but what kind of distraction could he do 
that wouldn’t send the beast his way instead? 
He needed something to launch across the 
room, away from the couch. How could he 


possibly do that at this size? 

Think, you bastard. Think! 

Pacing back and forth, he noticed a crack shaped like a tooth 
around the lip of the potted plant. He wondered how bad the 
damage was, if he’d be able to loosen the chip. Quickly, he climbed 
up into the plant - sinking a little in the soil - and positioned 
himself behind the crack. It seemed to go through to the inside. 
Desperately, he began to kick at it, hoping to free the piece. It 
moved a little more with each kick, so he worked furiously. Finally, 
the piece broke free and fell to the floor. 

Yes! 

Rupert was hanging over the pot, about the drop, when he 
realized the cat had been alerted to his existence. Cursing, he 
quickly climbed back up into the soil as the animal darted over to 
him. Just in time, he climbed into the plant as paws began 
searching for him. Now, he was in the one in need of rescue. 
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Hearing the cat, Lily had positioned herself near the microwave in 
order to see some of the parlor from atop the kitchen counter. Sam, 


however, was in the middle of his climb, making much slower 
progress than she had minutes before. 

“What’s going on?” he called over to her from a drawer handle. 

“There’s a cat!” she yelled back. “And it’s attacking some other 
survivors!” 

Sam shook his head, exhausted, and returned to his climb. 

“We need to do something!” 

Sam chuckled. “I’m halfway between the floor and the counter. 
I’m more worried about my climb right now.” 

Lily cursed, watching as the cat swatted repeatedly at a potted 
plant. She could no longer see the purple girl that had jumped 
under the couch. Was she injured? Did she have a plan to save 
whoever was in the plant? 

Looking down to the floor, she considered leaving the kitchen to 
aid the others. But just as she was trying to decide the safest way to 
do so, they heard the approaching stomps of the kid on the 
basement stairs. 

He was coming back. 


TROKIK 


As Aliyah came to, her vision blurred as if she was under water 
trying to look out. It took her a minute to gather herself and focus, 
and then realize that the cat was currently distracted. As she stood 
herself up unsteadily, she moved toward the edge of her cover and 
tried to figure out what was going on. Though she couldn’t really 
see Rupert, she was able to guess someone else was there and in 
trouble. She looked over at her discarded tack and picked it up. 

Trying not to think too much about what she was preparing to 
do, Aliyah left her cover at a run toward the cat. Its back was 
turned on her, unaware of the oncoming attack. It seemed to take 
forever for Aliyah to cross the distance - leaving her tired and weak 
on final approach - but she wasted no time. As soon as she was 
upon the cat, she charged the tack into one of its hind legs, sticking 
it deep inside. 

The cat screamed and launched backwards from the pot, 
knocking Aliyah sideways in the process. It then spun around on 
her, hissing, and cut her down with its clawed paw as she tried to 


recover from her fall. Immediately, Aliyah was knocked back down, 
this time with fresh, stinging cuts that had nearly left her blind in 
one eye. 


Fuck, she thought, squeezing her eyes shut. 
Here it comes! 
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Rupert launched himself out of the pot and onto the back of the cat, 
grabbing onto its long hair and jabbing his heels into the animal as 
hard as he could. As planned, the cat reared back - leaving the 
purple girl alone - and proceeded to spin around in circles in an 
attempt to throw him. But Rupert hung on for dear life, all the 
while kicking into the cat with his heels. 
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Aliyah got to her feet, dripping in blood, and ran to the pot chip on 
the floor. She quickly snatched up the large piece as the cat turned 
back on her, crazed and hissing. It pounced forward with its mouth 
open, but Aliyah acted quickly. She jammed the stone chip into the 
small throat of the beast, cutting up the roof of its mouth and 
tongue in the process. 


Howling, the cat jumped back, swinging its 
head from left to right frantically, and then 
fell against the pot. The red man on her back 
got wedged between the two and yelped 
briefly before collapsing to the floor. As the 
cat thrashed about violently, hissing and 
spitting to get the chunk out of its throat, 
Aliyah ran over to the man and helped him 


up. 

“We’ve got to run!” she yelled, getting him to his feet. “Let’s go! 
Now!” 

Instinctively, they turned for the couch and moved as quickly as 
their injuries would allow, leaving behind droplets of blood in their 
wake. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
The Whole Family Gets In on the Fun 


n the kitchen, Lily had quickly reacted to 


the sound of the child coming back up the 
stairs. She found a glass cup on the drying 
rack and knocked it over the edge into the 
sink. Though it did not shatter, its lip did 

break into one big piece and several small 


slivers. 

Sam finally reached the top of the counter and collapsed onto 
his side, breathing heavily. Lily ignored him and slid down into the 
sink to retrieve her weapon as quickly as possible. Luckily for Sam, 
the boy bypassed the counter without giving it so much as a glance; 
he was more interested in the wild sounds of his injured pet in the 


parlor. 

With Lily in the sink, Sam stood and positioned himself away 
from the fridge in order to get a view into the other room. There, he 
saw the boy try picking up the cat, only to be scratched in the 
process. Loudly, he began to cry and wander about the room. Loud 
movements from elsewhere in the house told Sam the parents were 
coming, or at least one of them. Sure enough, the father entered the 
parlor a moment later to console his son. 

As Sam turned to the sink to see what Lily was doing, someone 
hurried down the stairs loudly. The mother was coming next, which 
meant the whole family would be right around the corner from 
them. They needed to start making moves and quickly. 

“What are you doing down there?” Sam hissed. “You taking the 
pipes or something?” 

Lily looked toward the drain for a moment in consideration, but 
it had a stopper in place. “We’ll call that Plan B,” she called up. 
“Look at what I’ve got!” She held up the sharp sliver of glass, its 
shape almost like a machete. “You should get a piece, too.” 

Sam dropped down the string for Lily and told her to hurry. It 
wasn’t easy carrying the glass with her, but eventually she made it 
to the top. “You next?” she asked, gesturing to the shards in the 
sink. 

“Hell,” he groaned in response, sliding down into the sink as she 
turned to the parlor for a look. 

The mother had appeared to help the cat next. Though the 
animal was going mad with pain, she wrestled with it hard enough 
to dislodge the chip from its throat. As she examined the piece 
angrily, the cat coughed onto the floor several times, sending out 
flecks of blood. 

“The string!” Sam called to Lily. She turned away from the scene 
and helped him back out of the sink. When she turned to the parlor 
again, she saw the mother sitting on the couch with the cat in her 
lap, trying to relax it. Father and son, however, were making their 
way toward the kitchen. 

“Shit!” 

The boy spotted them and pointed. The father’s eyes narrowed 
and stomped forward quickly, his hand shooting out for Sam. 
Without giving it a second thought, Lily jumped back a foot, 
unwrapped her napkin, took it in her hands with the sliver of glass, 
and parachuted off the countertop. 


Sam, however, had no safe way to leap. The father grabbed him 
and held him up for a closer look. Cursing, Sam wiggled himself 
free enough to stab down into the large man’s hand with the piece 
of glass he’d retrieved from the sink. The father growled deeply and 
let go of Sam, who hadn’t thought his action all the way through. 
He fell five feet - the equivalent of maybe sixty for him - and 
smashed hard onto the tiled floor at about the same time Lily was 
landing awkwardly. She looked his way - eyes wide and full of tears 
- and then made a run for the basement stairs. 

Not quite dead, Sam watched her go. His body was broken in 
many ways - limbs bent the wrong way and his insides smashed 
together like a closed accordion - so there was no running in his 
future. In fact, there was nothing in his future. The blood leaking 
out of his ears, mouth, and nose was enough indication of what was 
coming next. 


A second later, Sam was scooped up by the 
father and thrown roughly inside’ the 
microwave. Sam moaned and gasped as the air 
around him changed, electrified. It took but 
seconds for him to pop like a boil, spraying 
blood and gore onto the screen. A ding 
sounded a moment later. 
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Lily hated herself for having abandoned Sam, but knew she’d be 
dead, too, if she hadn’t jumped. 

With the father preoccupied, the child had given her chase to 
the basement stairs. Luckily for her, the steps had gaps that dropped 
to the floor below. This gave her the edge she needed to escape the 
boy. The moment she dropped down the first step - her hunter on 
her heels - she turned for the gap, readied her napkin, and 
parachuted once more. This time, the napkin twisted in the jump, 
slamming into the wall and crumpling. If not for the stacked boxes 
below, she would have fallen even further than Sam had. 


Hurting on top of the cardboard, Lily looked above to see the 
boy making his way down the stairs. She needed to hide if she was 
going to survive this. She quickly scurried under the interlocking 
folds of the box and dropped down into its darkness. There, she 
waited, unable to hear much of anything. She knew that if she 
climbed up too soon, she risked being spotted. So, inside the box, 
she stayed. 

Though uncomfortable and injured, Lily took this opportunity to 
breathe again. 
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Under the couch, Aliyah hissed from the stinging of her bloody cuts, 
and Rupert gasped for air, as several of his ribs had been broken. 
They were quite the pair. 

“There’s ...a way... to get inside,” Rupert said through 
gritted teeth, pointing lazily to the underside of the couch. “The 
others ... hid in there... for a bit.” 

“What others?” Aliyah asked, squeezing her knees to her chest to 
add pressure to the cuts down her torso. One of her nipples had 
been dissected, and her stomach was bleeding profusely from a 
point where a nail had snagged her deeply. The purple paint was 
making the stinging even worse. 

“There have been others,” Rupert shuddered, getting to his feet 
with an arm wrapped around his right side. “Just look ... for an... 
. opening.” He began tracing his free hand along the underside of 
the couch in search of the spot Lily and Sam had used to climb up 
inside the couch. Aliyah joined him a moment later, leaving a trail 
of blood wherever she moved. 

“We’re in bad shape,” he admitted, giving her a quick look. 

“We need a hospital,” Aliyah agreed. “But I don’t see that 
happening any time soon.” 

“Or at all,” Rupert sighed, finding a tear in the corner of the 
couch. “Over here.” 

Once the two had helped each other up into the hole, they made 
themselves as comfortable as possible. The itchy threads were 
sliding against Aliyah’s cut in a way that immediately drove her 
mad. Rupert reminded her that the family was right outside the 


couch and that they should keep low until the giants left the room. 
“T know, I know,” she hissed. “But, fuck, this 


hurts.” 
Rupert had seen the cuts and knew they were bad. The tear in 


the stomach was especially concerning. “Let’s discuss . . . what we 
know,” he said through clenched breaths. 

“You first.” 

“There are two others... alive... that I’ve seen. I’ve also seen 


some... get killed. But they’re out of the picture, so...” 

“I got it. Two others. Where?” 

“The kitchen. I was about to... go join them when I saw... 
you get chased by the cat.” 

“Have you been alone so far?” 

“Yeah. You?” 

“Yeah. I started out upstairs in the bathroom.” 

“Shit. You’ve come a long way.” 

Aliyah nodded, biting back tears. 

Outside of their confinement, voices boomed back and forth for 
a moment. Someone had also taken a seat on the couch, making the 
underside dip closer to the floor. Footsteps from the direction of the 
kitchen. The slamming of a door of some sort. A ding seconds later 
from the microwave. 

“What are we going to do?” Aliyah said. “I’m losing too much 
blood. I won’t last much longer.” 

Rupert knew she was right but didn’t want to say so aloud. “The 
moment they leave the parlor . . . we get out.” 

“And go where?” 

“Find the others. Strength in numbers.” 

“But someone is in the kitchen. They’ve probably been killed, 
don’t you think?” 

Rupert laid his head back, stretching out a bit more. “Maybe. 
But what else . . . is there to do?” 

Suddenly, the couch shook as someone took hold of it. Then it 
slid several feet, giving them both a bit of whiplash. 

“They’re checking under the couch,” Aliyah whispered. 

Rupert simply nodded and held on, knowing the couch would be 
moved back in a place soon enough. Once it had, they listened for 
retreating footsteps. It was hard to tell how many were leaving, but 
at least some of the family had gone now. 


“If not for that fucking cat,” Aliyah grumbled, moving herself 
toward the tear in the underside. “I probably would have still been 
sneaking around here, unharmed and unnoticed.” 


Rupert crawled along behind her, headed 
toward the light. “If not for this fucking family, 
we’d all be home, safe and sound.” 
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Lily waited five minutes before climbing out of the box to see if the 
child was gone. When she was sure he’d left, she came out of hiding 
and observed her new surroundings. The basement was dark and 
musty, as to be expected. It was also an unfinished space, with 
concrete floors and several support beams. As she took a walk 
around, she noted the boxes, washer and dryer, tools, lawnmower, 
and more. Some of it made her realize an exit must be nearby. 

She spotted a door soon enough, but more than that she saw a 
cat door along the bottom side. She could escape through the flap! 

“Oh, thank God!” 

The door was on the opposite end of the room from her. She was 
about to run for it - too excited to move stealthily, just in case - 
when a pattering stopped her dead in her tracks. She turned and 
looked toward the stairs. 

The cat was coming. And it had clocked her out in the open. 


TRIKE 


CHAPTER EIGHT 
Finale 


t wasn’t easy climbing back out of the 


couch for either of them. Rupert could hardly 
breathe depending on the way he moved, and 
Aliyah was losing too much blood. It was 
leaving her weak and woozy. Rupert knew she 
was in a dire state and decided to take the 


risks for them. 

“You stay here,” he told her, moving toward the backside of the 
couch, facing the kitchen. “I'll check to see if the coast is clear.” 

“You sure?” 

Rupert glanced back at her, able to see the pain in her eyes. But 
she clearly didn’t want to admit defeat, give up and be carried 
around. She didn’t want Rupert to take lead, but she needed him 
nevertheless. 

“Yeah, I got this,” he said, forcing a smile of confidence. Then he 
stepped out from under the couch. 

The moment he turned left and right, two large feet fell hard 
from above, the right shoe crushing him like a soda can. Blood and 
stomach acid and gore sprayed in every direction as the foot came 
down once, twice, three times in rapid succession. 

The mother had been waiting for them to leave their cover. 

Aliyah turned away and vomited through a scream of terror. 

The mother’s voice boomed through the room. It sounded like 
she was laughing and calling out for the others. Aliyah needed to 
move and fast. But before she could decide where to go and how to 
do it, the father and son entered the room to see what the mother 
had done. They gathered around the crushed remains of Rupert and 
someone clapped. It sounded like a missile strike. 

Aliyah cursed and wished she still had her tack. For all she 
knew, the damn point was still stuck in the cat’s hind leg. 

The mother then took her son by the shoulders and directed him 
off to the side as the father moved toward the couch. Aliyah knew 


what was coming, more or less, and prepared to run. A moment 
later, the furniture was flipped upward to reveal her and the dust 
bunnies. The father looked crazed and delighted to see her. The son 
pointed happily and clapped his hands. 

Aliyah ran in the direction of the kitchen as if her life depended 
on it. Which it did. And all the while, she left specks of blood for 
the others to follow. But the mother and father didn’t give chase. As 
soon as Aliyah turned the corner into the kitchen, it was only the 
boy she could hear stomping behind her. 

Risking a look over her shoulder to see how close he was, Aliyah 
didn’t notice the small puddle of blood ahead, what little Sam had 
left behind in his earlier fall. She slipped on it and took a hard fall, 
busting her shoulder in the process. Luckily, Sam’s own shard of 
glass had been left behind and was within reach. She quickly 
grabbed it as the boy reached down for her with giddy excitement. 
Aliyah slashed the glass through the air, cutting open his palm. The 
child roared in pain and shot up with his hand held above his head. 
As Aliyah got back to her feet, the kid reared a leg back and kicked 
at her. The tip of his foot made impact, and sent her flying to the 
other end of the kitchen in a crumpled heap. The shard of glass fell 
elsewhere, away from her. 

Gasping for air and trying to clear her head, Aliyah stumbled to 
her feet unsteadily and limped as quickly as she could into the short 
hall. She had yet to see any others, but the basement doorway 
caught her eye. As she paused before it in consideration, the mother 
appeared several feet ahead of her in the living room. Aliyah cursed 
and tried to dart to the stairs, but the mother wasn’t injured like her 
(nor did she have as much of a distance to cross). 

The giant snatched up Aliyah and immediately palmed her 
against the wall to daze her. Hardly alert, Aliyah was then taken 
back into the kitchen and slammed down onto a cutting board. 
Again, the air was knocked from her chest. As she gasped and 
groaned, the mother held her down with one hand, and retrieved a 
knife with the other. 

“No, no, no...” she moaned, her vision going in and out with 
every pained breath. 

The kid appeared at his mother’s side, hopping up and down 
excitedly and clapping his hands. 

“Please, don’t...” 

The mother swiftly cut off Aliyah’s legs at the knees. She barely 


felt it at first, but then there was a sensation of being on fire. 
Screaming in pain, she lifted her head up just enough to see her 
limbs fed to the child, who hungrily tossed them into his mouth like 
chewing candy. She then turned her eyes on the mother who was 
looking down at her venomously. With a brief presentation of her 
middle finger, the woman then brought the knife down onto 
Aliyah’s neck. 
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In the basement, Lily ran for the boxes as the cat rushed down the 
stairs for her. She didn’t have time to climb inside any of them, so 
she slid between the spaces, hoping to lose the animal along the 
way. But the cat was a hunter and knew exactly where she was at 
every turn. For a hellish minute, they raced in and out of the stacks 
of boxes, the cat always hot on Lily’s tail. Finally, the cat bumped 
into a stack one too many times, causing it to fall. 


Though Lily didn’t get injured in the crash, 
the cat had returned to the bottom of the 
stairs to avoid the collapse. Positioning herself 
behind a shelving unit beyond the boxes, Lily 
tried to catch her breath and decide her next 
move. The cat was waiting for her across the 
room, its tail dancing in the air from the thrill 


of the chase. 

Lily looked toward the exit and the tools that lined the wall 
beside it. An idea came to her, though she didn’t know how good it 
could be. If she made her way down the wall toward the door - 
using the shelving units, washing machine, and dryer for cover - she 
could reach the tools without ever being out in the open for more 
than a second. From there, it would just be a matter of knocking 
some more shit down on the cat to escape. 

It was better than nothing, she decided, licking her lips and 
trying to psych herself up for her final run. 


The cat paced back and forth, waiting for her to make a move. 

“Shit, shit, shit, shit.” 

She shook her hands, ran in place for a moment, and imagined 
seeing her family again. She needed to make it out of this alive. If 
not for herself, then for them. 

She ran. 

The cat followed from the open, going from the shelving unit, to 
the washer, to the dryer, ready to pounce if Lily ever returned to 
the light. Then they came to the tools, all of which Lily shoved 
quickly with all her strength, going from one to the next. Down 
came a shovel, garden rake, and hoe in quick succession, at least 
one of which directly hit the cat on the rear. The animal screamed 
and fled back up the stairs, the basement ringing from the sound of 
crashing tools. 

Lily had made it to the flap in the door. She quickly climbed 
through it to the outside, and fell upon the stepping stone waiting 
at the foot of the door. There, she laid for a moment, laughing and 
crying. She’d done it. She’d escaped. 

Finally, she got to her feet and looked around the backyard. The 
grass looked surprisingly green for this time of year. In fact, the 
colors of everything seemed more vibrant than anything she’d seen 
inside that dreadful morning. The sky was a bright blue. The clouds 
were piercing white and fluffy. The grass was short, but healthy. 
The air flowed through her body like a rejuvenation potion, 
electrifying her from the inside out. It was like she was seeing all of 
nature for the first time. 

She was free. And she was alive. 

A shadow swiftly crossed the yard and headed her direction. A 
passing plane maybe? Lily looked up, but was blinded by the sun. 
She cursed and rubbed vigorously at her eyes. When she opened 
them, the shadow was upon her and the sun was temporarily 
blocked. 

She looked up just in time to see a hawk swoop down with its 
talons open and ready to grab her. 


Nummy Fingers 


CHAPTER ONE 
Daydreams 


L.. become a bore. Real tiresome, you 


know? Honestly, I don't know how I get up in 
the mornin’ most days. My apartment is small 
and shitty. My girlfriend is fuckin’ my upstairs 
neighbor and doesn’t realize I know. My job is 
a goddamn joke for someone my age. I mean, I 
bag groceries for Christ’s sake. I’m thirty-four! 
Halloween is coming next week. Our candy 
sales are through the roof right now. You 


should see some of the fat fucks coming 
through my line with buggies of candy corn 
and Hershey bars and variety bags. I know this 
holiday is their excuse to openly splurge on 
this crap and pretend it’s for the kids. 

Bullshit. 

I do have to buy a bit myself, though. We have 
some kids that come around the apartments 
and they’ll egg you if you don’t give them the 
goods. I know because it happened to me my 
first year living in The Brooks. Those little 
bastards made my shit list real fast. 

Ever since that headache, I’ve made sure to 
stock enough candy to survive the night. I 
swear, those kids are vampires just waiting to 
fuck me up. Last Halloween, I dreamed of 
them clawing at my window while licking 
their sharp fangs. Begging for an invitation 
inside. You know they can’t enter without 
permission, don’t you? It’s my saving grace. 

I don’t know what I should get this Halloween. 
I’m not much for candy myself, so shopping 
for the stuff isn’t exactly fun or easy. Those 
variety packs seem to be my best friend. But 
sometimes I think of switching things up. Not 
use candy at all. Maybe I'll just hand out 
human fingers instead... 


You see, boredom has taken me down some 
dark roads as of late. I’m often daydreaming at 
work, and not about the typical shit. For me, 
daydreaming has become violent. As I’m 
bagging people’s groceries, I imagine body 
parts in my hands being arranged neatly 
around blocks of cheese and loaves of bread. 
You'll need some sauces, too, and seasoning. 
Make yourself a nice human sandwich, you 
see? 

No, I’ve never eaten a person before. But I see 
myself preparing human meat for others, like 
a butcher in a lunch shop, serving up subs and 
chips with chilled cans of soda. In the walk-in 
cooler, there are half-chopped bodies hanging 
on hooks. There’s my store manager in the 
corner, parts of him shaved off. And over 
there’s the guy that gave me the finger while 
we were on the highway. We'll eat you all, 
fuckers. 

Will I ever act upon these thoughts? Now, 
that’s the question right there. 


TERI 


CHAPTER TWO 


Blurry 


I. working the morning shift today, so I 


had to be up at five. It sucks getting up so 
early, but at least I will be going home in the 
afternoon. I have yet to watch a scary movie 
this month and Halloween is tomorrow night. 
Blasphemous! 

My first customer was this tall, old guy picking 
up some pumpkins and cider. He told me his 
grandkids will be by later to carve them with 
him. I feigned interest and reflected on 
pumpkin carving in my youth. It was always 
so messy and unsatisfying. 

But what if I was carving the back of this guy’s 
head? Shave off the hair, draw on a face with 
a marker, and then get to cutting. I must have 
smiled at this thought, because the guy started 
rambling on about their Halloween traditions 
as if ’d given him the green light to spew his 
nonsense upon me. Like, “Yes, please tell me 


more,” kind of smile. So warm and inviting. 
Fuck me and my shining teeth. 

As the guy left, he patted me on the shoulder 
and wished me a fun Halloween. That really 
got me thinking I should have myself a good 
Halloween. And maybe it was about time I 
tried pumpkin carving again. 

I turned to watch the old guy leave into the 
parking lot with his heavy buggy. I wondered 
where he lived. 
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I don’t really recall getting off from work. I remember my on-shift 
fantasies of severed limbs coming down my grocery belt, but I do 
not recall clocking out at the computer or driving my car down the 
nearby neighborhood. 


But it has occurred to me that I must be 
shopping. 

And I want someone easy, just not a kid. I will 
never be that sick. 

I’m looking for a weak adult that wouldn’t be 
missed. But I don’t know people around here 
or anywhere, really. That would be too easy, 
wouldn’t it? No, I gotta drive around blindly, 
like some ogler checking out Halloween 
decorations. 

I eventually find myself at the end of a cul-de- 


sac circle in a daze. I awaken from my driving 
sleep and spot an old woman collecting her 
mail at the end of the driveway. As I make my 
round about, she waves at me and turns back 
toward her house. 

Someone of that age would probably be an 
easy cut, despite their meddlesome rolls of 
wrinkly skin. Her hair would be thin and 
sparse, so easy to dispatch or even ignore. 
Would she make a good specimen? I am new 
to this type of craft after all, so the easier the 
better. I can always upgrade next year and get 
someone younger with some actual meat on 
their bones. This woman wouldn’t offer much 
in the way of snacks, but I could still serve up 
something beyond candy this Halloween 
thanks to her sacrifice. 

It’s called “practice makes perfect.” 

After returning to the start of the court, I turn 
back around in the four-way and begin toward 
the circle once more. What was my game 
plan? How would I take her unnoticed? 

Maybe I don’t take her at all, I think. Maybe we 
do this right here. 

I just need to go inside without raising any 
suspicion. From there, I can do whatever and 
leave with this old lady in bits, stuffed inside a 


bag or a box. Surely, she has a kitchen, some 
pots, and a bathtub for preparation and 
disposal purposes. There’s a pumpkin carving 
kit in the passenger seat beside me. I must 
have bought it at work before leaving. Again, I 
don’t remember. 

Today has been a haze. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
Mischief Night 


| tell the woman I’m there to check her 


heat pump. I say I received a call about her 
address requesting maintenance. She’s not all 
there — if you know what I mean — and doesn’t 
question my clothing or lack of a utility 
vehicle. She says she can’t remember calling 
anyone, but she’s done this before. Colder 


weather is coming, so to check on her heat 
seems reasonable enough. 

A moment later, I’m inside the house. 

I consider bashing her head in right there, but 
luckily stop myself. I want her skull intact, not 
crushed and oozing. I’ve got a pumpkin to 
carve! So instead, I give it some more thought, 
playing the part and letting her show me the 
heat pump. As she points out the thing, I 
decide fuck it and grab her from _ behind, 
squeezing my arm tightly around her neck. It 
doesn’t take much to subdue her; she falls to 
the floor immediately. Maybe I broke her in 
the process; I don’t know. 

The question that matters is: Is she dead? I 
check her pulse and it’s there, however faint. 
And that just won’t do. What if she wakes up 
screaming the moment I start to carve? I can’t 
have that. So, I line up my steel-toed boot 
with her neck and drive it down real hard. 
This time, I know I’ve broken the granny. The 
way her mouth shoots open is bad, but 
nothing compared to the gagging sound or the 
crunching of bones beneath my boot. I almost 
hurl when it happens. 

I take a moment to compose myself in the 
other room. I have my hands on my hips and 


my head down as I take deep breaths. I then 
look around the house and notice all the open 
windows. There aren’t any in the little space 
containing the woman, but there’ll be views 
for whenever I move her out. So, the next 
thing I do is go around and casually close the 
curtains. If anyone is watching, I’m sure 
they’re confused as to why someone from 
maintenance is doing what I’m doing, but 
hopefully it won’t raise enough of an alarm 
that they call the police or try coming over. 
Once that is done, I return to the heat pump 
and the old woman. She looks horrible with 
her neck flattened that way, her tongue and 
dentures jutting out from between her lips like 
a braying donkey. Fuck. I need to grow some 
thicker skin for all this. 

After fighting another urge to vomit, I grab the 
bitch by her cold ankles. But where am I 
taking her? The kitchen, I guess. There’s a 
little round table in there where I can set her 
up to carve. And, of course, the stove and 
everything will be right there for when I start 
cooking my snacks. So, yes, the kitchen it is. 
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After some difficulty, the granny is seated at the table with tape 
wrapped around her torso to keep her in place. Her head, however, 
keeps rolling about, chin to bony chest. Nothing’s keeping it up 
anymore; just a sock of broken bones. Her tongue’s hanging out, 
too, although I’ve gone ahead and removed the dentures. They’ve 
been placed to the side as a special handout for tomorrow night. 
Who wouldn’t love such a trinket? I might even keep them for 
myself, as a souvenir. 


It takes some time searching the house, but I 
eventually gather enough supplies to start the 
job. With some office scissors, I remove thin 
strands of hair from the back of the woman’s 
head, revealing a bonfire display of dark veins. 
I touch her skin to see how spongy it is and 
almost vomit. I know I need practice, but 
maybe starting with someone this old was a bit 
ill-advised. How would carving even work 
with her? I expect my blades to go straight 
into her skull, and they aren’t meant for 
cutting bone. 

I shake it off, though. Get my game face on. 
Then, I crudely draw a widely smiling face 
over the back of her wrinkly skull. Repeatedly, 
the skin bunches up under the marker’s tip 
and makes for skipping lines and odd angles. 
God damn it. 

Once I’m done, I admire my work. It sucks, 
but Pll get better with time. I then turn to my 
pumpkin carving kit and pull back the plastic. 
With the colossal carver (as it’s labeled in the 


contents description), I round the table to look 
at granny’s downcast face. I lift her chin and 
tell her she might feel a bit of pain, but not to 
worry — Dr. Anthony is an expert. 

Of course, that’s a lie. I don’t know what the 
fuck ’m doing at all. But hey, this is how we 
learn. 

Right? 

I take the colossal carver and line it up against 
the marker drawings. I don’t know how much 
pressure I need to apply, but I’m sure it won’t 
take much. And I’m right. As soon as I begin to 
slide that jagged blade down the black line, 
her skin opens like a blossoming flower. Blood 
seeps out and I swear I can see bone just like 
that. 

You really don’t have any cushioning, I think, 


trying to smile. All skin and bone. 
The problem is I feel sick to my stomach. I wiggle my body like a 
pre-jazzercise warm-up and return to work. As I follow the 
downward curvature of her skull, the skin does exactly what it did 
with the marker: it bunches up into a roll and stops me. With my 
free hand, I pull tight the skin and hold it in place. 

Then I continue to cut. 

“Don’t go breakin’ my heart,” I try singing to 
the old broad, but she remains quiet, 
unamused. 


Ungrateful bitch. 


I laugh aloud. 
I’m starting to have some fun. And where did I find this wine? 


Clearly it was stashed somewhere in the kitchen, but how full had it 
been at the start? Seeing as I don’t remember finding the damn 
thing to begin with, who really cares? I take a big swig of the stuff 
and begin to dance. 


“Don’t go breakin’ my heart!” 
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After I’ve finished carving, I stand back to admire my work. The 
woman’s skull is a mixture of white bone and slippery blood. I can 
see the face, but it’s more disturbing than I’d anticipated. It’s also 
embarrassingly bad. I almost feel too ashamed to take it, but I’ll 
need a pumpkin outside my apartment. So, I start to saw off her 
head, which proves to be a more difficult task than the movies 
make it look. Part of the problem is the flattened neck from my 
stomping earlier. It’s like everything is bunched together, rather 
than spread out. 


Once her damn head is free, I place it atop the 
table to see if it will stay in place. But of 
course, it tries rolling away from me. I 
grumble and look toward the freezer, thinking. 
I need the neck to be thicker and harder to 
keep upright. Maybe even weighed down on 
the backside to keep it from tipping forward. 
Maybe after freezing the wound, I’ll be able to 
make some sort of fixture to still her head in 
place. 

I go to the ice box and remove all the food and 
throw it away. I then slide out the shelf so that 
I have a free, rectangular space to use. 
Carefully, granny’s head is placed inside so 


that her eyes are level with mine. I shudder at 
the sight of them and slam the door shut. I 
then look back to the decapitated body and try 
to decide what snacks I'll be making. 
Obviously, there will be fried fingers. And 
maybe some pickled toes? But I don’t know 
what to do with the limbs or torso. Turning all 
that into miniature portions of food is far too 
advanced for a beginner like myself. Maybe Ill 
just cut them into slabs as best I can and 
freeze them for a future cookout? That could 
be a fun way to welcome spring the next time 
it rolls around. 

Look at me making plans. I’m like a new man. 
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By the time I’m ready to head home, it’s dark outside and hours 
have passed. I don’t think anyone notices me or my big garbage bag 
as I exit the side door and hurry back to my car. I’ve left the house 
locked, the TV playing, and the curtains pulled. Several lights are 
on, like those in the living room and bedroom, to further the lively 
appearance of the house from outside. 


Nothing bad happened here. Nope, no way. I 
just fixed the water heater. 
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When I get home, I put the bag of granny down on the counter. I 


must rearrange my refrigerator to store everything, but I need a 
minute to decompress first. It’s been a wild day; unlike anything 
I’ve ever lived, no doubt. 


I drop down into my recliner and turn on my 
Rick and Morty DVD. As one of the episodes 
begins to play, I take out my phone for the 
first time since my lunch break. Apparently, 
Kira has been attempting to reach me off and 
on all day. She wants to come over and I know 
why. She can’t have me catching her here 
otherwise. She needs a cover story for being in 
the area, that way she can sneak upstairs and 
fuck Ryan at some point. 

Not tonight, babe. I’m not in the mood. 

At some point, I reheat a fried finger and eat it 
like a chicken wing in front of the TV. I don’t 
even remember getting it out of its brown bag, 
but I’m halfway through devouring its meat 
before it all dawns on me. 

And just like that, ’'m officially a cannibal. 
Funny how I don’t feel any different. 

I finish the finger and ditch its small bones on 
the end table. They’ve been picked clean. 
“Mmmm,” I moan happily. “That was good.” 
Next time, these snacks won’t be saved for 
some fuck-wad kids playing trick-or-treat. 
Instead, they’ll be all mine and I'll enjoy them 
immensely. 


I fall asleep soon after loading the fridge with 
granny treats, still dressed in my bloodied 
work clothes. Outside, teenagers are causing 
havoc for Mischief Night. Breaking into cars, 
setting off alarms, toilet-papering houses. But 
I’m the baddest motherfucker of them all. 
They just don’t know it yet. 


TREK 


CHAPTER FOUR 
Halloween 


| go through work like a kid riddled with 


ADD. I can’t keep still, my eyes are all over the 
place, and I don’t want to stand still for hours 
on end. I’m eager to get home and enjoy 
Halloween for the first time in years. I’m 
breathing so fast that I keep getting 
lightheaded, enough so that my manager asks 


if ’m sick. About the third time she comes 
around to check on me, I decide to go ahead 
and take the handout life is offering me. I take 
it as a sign. 

Off a couple hours early, I go shopping for a 
costume. It’s just now occurred to me I never 
got anything to wear, not that I normally do. 
But this Halloween is different, and I should 
treat it that way. Make it special. ’'m not 
much for costumes but feel like something 
should be done to my appearance. It will help 
me get away with the treats and granny- 
lantern. So, I end up in the superstore picking 
out oversized field clothes that I will later rip 
and bloody. I’ll make sure to wipe dirt all over 
my face and draw dark circles under my eyes. 
Make myself look like a demented farmer. 
Maybe Ill go by the garden section next to 
pick myself up a pitchfork. 

Back at home, I shower and eat prior to 
decorating. Five o’clock is coming fast and I 
want to be on the ball, fully ready by then. 
First, I collect my granny-lantern from the 
fridge — fuck, it stinks in there — and set her up 
on a_ small, wooden stool outside my 
apartment door. It takes several attempts to 
balance her, but eventually I get her stable by 


using a severed paper towel holder, just like 
placing her head on a pike. 

The sculpting I did to the back of her skull is 
looking even worse than yesterday. For 
whatever reason, the cooling in the fridge has 
made the face slump. It looks pathetic, real 
shoddy. I try to think how I can fix it on such 
short notice and decide to locate some safety 
pins. Once I’ve found a few in a desk drawer, I 
return to the granny-lantern and say, “I heard 
you're feeling a bit down. But no worries! I 
can turn that frown upside down!” 

I laugh a little too loudly as I get to work. It 
isn’t easy — the bitch’s skin has thickened and 
dried — but I eventually have her camera- 
ready. 

I hurry back inside to get my costume 
complete as the fried fingers heat up in the 
toaster oven. I’ve gone as far as skewer them 
on little sticks so that the kids can walk off 
with a shish kebab of sorts. The pickled toes 
are also as ready as they’re going to be, all 
bloated and plump-to-burst looking. I haven’t 
tasted one yet and I don’t think I will. But I 
can’t wait to see one of those little bastards try 
one! 
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The first group of trick-or-treaters arrive fifteen minutes later. I get 
my tray in hand and open the door as the bell sounds repeatedly for 
attention. On the other side I find a Pennywise clown, a Purge 
killer, and some sort of spooky little girl covered in fake blood. I 
bend down to offer them the tray of snacks and say, “I’ve got 
something special and homemade this year. And, of course, some 
candy.” I use my foot to scoot over a bowl of variety chocolates. 


Luckily, the parents aren’t around to tell the 
kids never accept unpackaged food from a 
stranger. The little girl grabs first, to my 
surprise. She takes one of the pickled toes, 
looks it over, and makes a face. “What is 
this?” 

Pennywise takes a fried finger and sniffs it. Of 
course, it’s been seasoned and smells great. He 
takes a small bite, chews slowly, and then 
grins. “Try the ones on a stick!” he tells his 
friends. 

The little girl replaces the pickled toe, wipes 
off her hand, and grabs a finger instead. They 
each then take some chocolate from the bowl 
and head on off to the next door. I watch with 


a smile as they chew on their granny treats. 

I’m not surprised the pickled toes are a bust; if I don’t want to 
try one, why would a kid? At least my fried fingers taste good to 
others as well. It’s not just me! 

As I turn to shut the door, I realize my granny-lantern has gone 
ignored (despite its smell). I decide to gather a few Yankee candles 
and light them around it like a shroud. Maybe that will help. 


TKK 


Within an hour, all my granny-treats are gone (except for the 
pickled toes — only two of those have been taken). I’m sad to see the 
tray empty, but happy to have tricked the little bastards into eating 
the old broad. If their parents ever learn what I’ve handed out, 
they’ll come kill me. But tonight, I have won. 


My next visitors skip the bell and simply bang 
their fists. It must be the older kids coming out 
now, pre-teens and worse. I grab my pitchfork 
and answer the door. Sure enough, these are 
the little assholes I’ve been wanting to scare. I 
think of the pickled toes, but doubt they’ll be 
stupid enough to try them. 

The one not dressed as anything gently kicks 
the stool with my granny-lantern atop it. 
“What the hell is this thing, old man?” 

I grin and lean over. “You can’t tell?” 

The kid looks at the head once more, this time 
from the backside (which is actually granny’s 
true face). “I mean .. . it’s a cool prop. Just 
weird.” 

“What makes it weird?” 

“Why is the carved face on the back of the 
head?” 

“Because the bitch already had a face on the 
front,” I snap, smacking the end of the 
pitchfork against the floor to scare him. 

The middle boy of the three laughs. I turn my 


eyes on him. He’s a little dressed, if you can 
call a ski mask a costume. 

“What’s so funny?” I ask. 

“Tt stinks, man. No wonder you put out a 
bunch of candles.” 

“Yeah, but do you know why it stinks?” 

The kid shrugs. “Because you stink?” 

The three boys elbow each other, giggling. I 
want to skewer them all with my farming tool 
but restrain myself. 

“How about you try one of my homemade 
pickled toes?” I say, turning to get those that 
remain. 

“Gross, dude. Pickled stuff sucks,” groans the 
kid wearing a Freddy Krueger sweater. 

I curse myself for having given out all the 
fingers already. “Just take your chocolate and 
get,” I growl. 

The kids grab handfuls from the variety bowl 
and give me the finger as they head down the 
hall. 

I hate them. 


TROKIK 


Around eight, it’s become quiet and dark outside. I finally get out of 
my costume and clean the dirt off my face. As I return the pickled 
toes to their jar, a rhythmic knocking sounds from my door. Done 


with Halloween, I grumble, “No more candy.” 

“It’s me, dumbass.” 

I know that voice. It’s Kira. 

I go to the door and open it tiredly. “What are 
you doing here?” I ask. 

She’s dressed like a slutty cat — how original - 
and is looking down at my granny-lantern 
with disgust. “What. The fuck. Is that?” she 
says, putting a hand over her mouth. “It smells 
awful.” 

“She’s decomposing,” I say, trying to decide 
what I should do with the head. It hadn’t 
occurred to me that I would need to dump it 
after tonight. I had completely spaced on that 
detail. “I wonder if it will cave in like all the 
other pumpkins,” I wonder aloud with a grin. 
Kira looks at me and makes a face. “What are 
you talking about? What store did you get that 
thing from?” 

“Just come inside and tell me why you're 
here,” I say grumpily, not wanting to deal 
with her. 

Kira steps around me and waves a hand in 
front of her nose. “Oh my God, it stinks in 
here, too.” 

I close the door and sigh. “I got some fresh 
meat from the farmer’s market the other day 
and I guess it has a strong smell.” 


She looks toward the fridge and shudders. 
“You should open some windows tonight and 
bring those candles back inside.” 

I go to do what she’s said, but find the granny- 
lantern gone outside my door. I look at the 
stained stool and then up and down the hall. 
Where did it go? Who the hell would even 
take it? 

“What are you doing?” Kira asks from the 
couch, now comfortable and unzipping her 
costume. 

I mumble something I don’t even understand 
and gather up the candles. It takes two trips, 
but they are soon lining my kitchen counter. 
Lastly, I gather the stool and leave behind the 
mostly empty bowl of chocolates. Maybe that 
will keep any late-comers from egging my 
door later. 

Kira has her breasts revealed now, the zipper 
pulled down to her belly button. She invites 
me over seductively and purrs. I try to hide 
my annoyance and say, “I’m surprised you’re 
not at some Halloween party right now.” 

“lm going to one after we fool around. But 
right now, I’m really horny. So, get the fuck 
over here.” 

I think about the missing granny-lantern and 


hope it won’t come back later to haunt me. My 
hesitation to approach the couch makes Kira 
irritable and she stands up suddenly to stomp 
her foot. “Let’s go! What are you waiting for?” 
I shake my head and say, “Sorry, I’m just a bit 
out of it.” 

“Well, then let’s head to the bedroom. The 
couch is probably too acrobatic for you right 
now.” She laughs, as if emasculating me will 
raise my flag. 

I don’t want to go. ’m disappointed with 
Halloween. Even though I handed out all my 
fried fingers, I still feel like I’ve failed myself 
somehow. Not met expectations. Those older 
kids missed the good stuff. How will I make up 
for it? 

Kira is halfway down the hall to the bedroom, 
pausing to look back at me. “Are you coming 
or what?” 

“Yeah, I’ll be there in a sec.” 

Kira rolls her eyes and disappears into my 
room. I go to the bathroom and splash water 
on my face. I wonder if some teen snatched 
my granny-lantern and is planning to smash it 
in the street like a pumpkin. Or maybe light it 
on fire and throw it through someone’s 
window. If they do, I would probably be off 


the hook, right? They won’t know where the 
head came from originally. Maybe no one will 
even realize what it really is at all. 

This train of thought improves my mood, so I 
take out my phone and pull up some porn. 
Kira doesn’t do it for me anymore, so I 
generally have to pre-game. I’m so sick of her, 
it’s odd that I haven’t ditched her yet. Maybe 
after tonight, I will finally take out the trash. 
Or maybe, maybe .. . ’ll make her my next 
specimen. Take her fried fingers to a church 
luncheon or something, really freak people 
out. 

My grin gets even wider. 


TEAK 


Kira is an annoying slut, but she can fuck. I’ll give her that much. 
We’re on round two when something taps 
against my window. The curtain is pulled, so I 
can’t see what it is. Probably a moth batting 
around the glass. Kira doesn’t even notice. 
She’s facedown with her ass up, moaning 
loudly. I try to ignore the sound, but it 
gradually gets louder. 

“Do you hear that?” I ask, pausing for a beat. 
“Don’t stop now. I’m almost there,” she 


growls, smacking her own ass to get my eyes 
back on the prize. 

I look down and admire the shape pressed up 
against my groin. But that damned tapping 
continues, drawing me away from Kira. 

“Just a sec,” I say, pulling out of her and 
moving off the bed. As I approach the 
window, I can hear Kira cursing under her 
breath angrily. I pull back the curtain and 
nearly jump out of my skin. The kid with the 
ski mask is outside my window scratching at 
the glass and laughing. 

“What is it?” Kira asks. 

I look back at her for just a second, but that’s 
enough for the kid to run off. When I point to 
the window, he’s gone. I’m about to close the 
curtains again when I realize something. I’m 
on the second floor of the apartment building. 
I open the window and stick my head out into 
the cold. 

“What the hell are you doing?” Kira grumbles. 
“Get back in here!” 

I look around for the kid but he’s nowhere to 
be seen. I’m about to turn back inside when I 
notice something in the distance, atop the hill 
some hundred feet beyond the building. It 
looks like my granny-lantern, only from the 


front. Her eyes have been scooped out and 
there’s light shining from the crevices as if 
someone’s put a candle atop her tongue. 

A shiver runs up my spine. Clearly, I’m 
imagining things. I quickly close the window 
and pull shut the curtains, not wanting to look 
back. As I return to bed, Kira slaps at my 
flaccid cock. 

“Seriously? You lost it?” 

I look down and shrug. “I’m just . . . tired. 
Maybe you should head off to your party.” 
Kira is pissed. She moves crazily out of the bed 
and gets dressed in a huff. Two minutes later, 
she’s storming out of my apartment and 
slamming the door. I stand there for a 
moment, thinking I’ll probably hear her above 
my head at some tonight. I doubt she ever 
leaves here without fucking Ryan first. 

When the tapping resumes a minute later, my 
trance is broken. I decide to sleep on the 
couch instead of in my room. 


TRIKE 


CHAPTER FIVE 
The Devil ’s Hour 


t first, I think it’s my head fucking 


with me. I keep dreaming about those damn 
taps on the window. They interrupt every 
moving image in my brain, including the one 
featuring Kira and her girlfriends having their 
way with me. When I’ve finally had enough, I 
open my eyes with a grumble and sit up on 

the couch. 

The sound continues from the bedroom. I 
wasn't imagining it. 

As I stand to go investigate, I remind myself 
that what I saw earlier couldn’t have been 
possible. My window must be fifteen to twenty 
feet from the ground; there’s no one on the 
other side trying to get my attention. Not 
unless they’re throwing rocks up at the glass, 
which is entirely possible. Deciding this must 
be the case, I prepare myself to yell at 
whichever asshole kid is keeping me awake. 
Stomping down the hall and into the bedroom, 
I slap myself a couple times to wake up 
enough for this interaction. I throw open the 
curtains and yank up the window with such 
force that it almost pops out of the frame. I 


then stick my head out into the cold, night air 
and scream, “What the fuck is your problem, 
you little shit?!” 

At first, I see nothing but darkness over a 
grassy field. Confused, I begin to turn back 
inside, but then I hear someone stifling a 
laugh. I look back outside and move my head 
from side to side, up to down. “Where are you, 
motherfucker? Don’t be shy .. .” 

The masked kid suddenly appears to my left, 
out of nowhere it seems. I’m startled enough 
to swing my head back in surprise, banging it 
against the frame and cursing in pain. Again, 
the kid is laughing. 

“What is your problem?” I growl, rubbing at 
the fresh bump on the back of my head. 

The other two teens appear ahead of me, 
maybe five feet away. It is then that I realize 
all of them are floating in the air somehow. 
My eyes go from one to the other, and back 
again. I’m beyond confused, but then laugh. 
“Shit, I’m still dreaming.” 

“Youre not, old man,” the masked kid tells 
me, his arms crossed over his chest. 

The boy with the Freddy sweater floats closer 
to me, taking my attention. “You know, we all 
knew that was a real head all along,” he tells 


me. “I don’t know how anyone else could have 
missed it.” 

“Probably because it’s Halloween,” I snap, 
trying to grab the kid. He floats just out of 
reach and laughs. 

“Fair enough. This is the only time of the year 
you can really get away with anything.” 

The boy not dressed in any sort of costume 
adds, “Yeah, you could murder someone in the 
crowd of kids, and people will just assume it’s 
a Halloween gag.” 

“You all need to shut up and tell me what’s 
going on here,” I hiss, wanting desperately to 
go back to sleep. “Why are you bothering me? 
And why the hell does it look like you’re 
flying?” 

“Because we are, dipshit,” the masked kid 
says, doing a flip in the air to prove his point. 
“See?” 

“Okay, well this is a stupid dream and I’m 
going to go change the channel by going back 
to bed,” I say, turning to head back inside. 
Suddenly, there are hands upon my shirt, 
pulling me part ways back out of the window. 
All three of the teens have taken hold of me 
and are yanking me out of my apartment 
completely. Instinctively, I begin to scream 


and thrash. 

“Stupid move, man.” 

I don’t know which kid says it. ’m too busy 
dropping to the ground below, having been let 


gO. 
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“Please! Please, stop this!” 

Again, someone is trying to ruin sleep for me. 
I try to ignore their screams and roll over, but 
I can’t really feel my body. I seem to be in a 
heavy daze. 

“Leave us alone, you creepy pricks!” 

I blink and try to look around. I’m on a 
carpeted floor, but I don’t know where. There 
aren’t any carpets in my apartment, though, so 
this is someone else’s place. 

“Fuck! Get the fuck off him!” 

That voice is familiar. Almost painful. It takes 
me a second of blinking back the swarming 
darkness to realize it’s Kira I’m listening to 
panic. The room comes to me in brief, fuzzy 
flashes. I don’t recognize anything I see. Then 
my eyes fall upon something curious - it 
appears to be my neighbor, Ryan, being held 
up by the throat against one of the walls. The 


person strangling him is the kid with the 
Freddy sweater. 

That can’t be right, I tell myself, shaking my 
head and squeezing my eyes shut. When I 
open them again, Ryan is choking on blood 
streaming out of his mouth as his eyes roll 
back in pain. The kid looks as if he’s sucking 
my neighbor’s neck hungrily. 

A crashing from behind me makes my head 
spin, and I again shut my eyes in hopes of 
keeping in the vomit. Kira is screaming off and 
on back there as she struggles with someone. 
I’m assuming it’s the other two boys from my 
apartment. I don’t know what the hell we’re 
all doing here or what is happening. I hope it’s 
still some weird, fucked up dream. 

When I try opening my eyes again, the Freddy 
kid is walking toward me. His lips and chin 
are slick with blood and his eyes are black. He 
kneels down before me, smiling. “Hey, the 
fucker’s waking up.” 

“Then put him back out,” says someone out of 
view. 

The Freddy kid grabs my head faster than I 
would’ve imagined possible, and slams it 
down hard against the floor several times in 
quick succession. Darkness takes control of me 


once more. 


PRR 


When I wake next, I don’t know how much time has passed. But my 
head feels like it’s been split open. I try to sit up slowly, but even 
the slightest movement makes the room spin. I clench my eyes shut 
and try to keep it together, but find that I can’t. ’'m throwing up 
onto the carpet a second later, heaving loudly. Once I’ve finished, I 
wipe my hand across my mouth and try taking a look around. What 
I see is worse than anything I could have expected. 


The bedroom is a mess of blood and gore. 
Several feet ahead of me is Ryan’s head, 
mouth open in mid-scream. His eyes look dull 
and gray. Lifeless. Much worse than the 
granny after I killed her. Maybe because I 
wasn’t in control of this beheading. 

I turn my head very slowly - trying to stabilize 
my equilibrium - and scan the rest of the room 
from my spot on the floor. There are limbs and 
organs everywhere. The carpet that was once 
yellow is now almost all red. If anything, it 
looks like a red carpet has been stained by 
yellow patches of piss. I know the truth, 
though. 

An arm. A leg. A... I don’t know, midsection, 
maybe? There’s Kira’s own head atop the 
nightstand lamp, its light shining up through 
her severed neck and out of her gaping mouth. 


Some of her body is dissected across the bed. I 
know it’s hers because of the leather 
remaining on the limbs. Her torso seems to be 
missing. I’m sure it’s somewhere, though. 

And, yes, I am right. There, resting awkwardly 
atop the ceiling fan’s blades. Now, how the 
fuck did it get up there? 

I try to stand and fall. I curse, knowing how 
this all must look. Boyfriend catches cheating 
girlfriend with lover and goes berserk. The 
internet is going to go wild for the details of 
this story, what with all the mutilation 
involved. 

I need to get out of here quickly. Problem is, I 
can barely move without losing my lunch. 
Again, I find myself stumbling over and 
vomiting. I must have a concussion. And now 
that ’m actually moving a little, I think I have 
some broken bones as well. 

I remember the fall out of my apartment 
window. It hadn’t been a dream. All of this 
feels too real to have been imagined. 

A few minutes pass before I’ve managed to 
reach the hallway. There, I notice my missing 
granny-lantern standing guard at the foot of 
the living room, candles and all. In fact, there 
are candles set up all down the hall, along the 


walls. Is the power out or something? Or is 
this supposed to look like some twisted ritual? 
Shit, those kids really set me up. 

Ive only gone halfway down the hall before 
there’s loud movement outside of the 
apartment’s door. Then someone is banging 
their fist against the framing, yelling to be let 
inside. Before they've even _ introduced 
themselves, I know it’s the cops. 

“We’re going to bust down the door, so stand 
back!” 

Goddamn it. 

A moment later, the door is blown open by a 
cop the size of a linebacker. Behind him are 
several others, all with weapons drawn and 
flashlights out. 

“Freeze!” they seem to command in unison, 
immediately rushing me for the tackle. 

Man, I tell you - I fucking hate kids. 


Stuff the Turkey 


W. do they care so much about the 


turkey? I never understood the appeal. Maybe 
it’s just that I’ve never had a good turkey 
dinner. Or maybe it’s because Thanksgiving at 
my house was more about fighting than giving 
thanks. As such, I never saw the magic in the 
big meal and all its trimmings, sitting around 
the table with the family, talking about love 
and accomplishments and our upcoming plans 
for the New Year. Sadly, for me, Thanksgiving 
falls flat in every way. 

That’s why I stopped celebrating it. Now, don’t 
get me wrong — I do have my own tradition for 


this time of year. But it’s not Thanksgiving. I 
call it STT, or Stuff the Turkey. It’s kind of like 
a game, I guess. One in which there’s only one 
winner: me. 

Each year, on the last Thursday of November, 
I take a victim from their home (away from 
their families) and prepare them for dinner. 
But wait, it gets better. Not only do I make 
them into a lovely spread, I provide this meal 
to the needy. Here I am, people thinking I’m 
the Great Giver. But really, I’m more like the 
Great Butcher. 

This year, I’ve chosen my turkey ahead of 
time. In the past, it’s been unplanned and by 
surprise (for all). But not this STT! Some 
stupid jackass wrecked my car the other day 
while driving like a lunatic, so now it’s time 
for him the pay the piper. Let this be a lesson 
to those of you who enjoy hit-and-runs — be 
careful who you run off the road. They may 
just toss you into the oven as penance. 


TRIE 


His name is Jackie and he lives in one of the nice neighborhoods up 
the road. He drives a new Mercedes and wears shades, even when 
there’s no sun. I know this, because I’ve seen him around for a 
while now. Our accident wasn’t the first time I’ve crossed paths 
with this dickhead. 


Jackie is a thirty-two year old surgeon at the 
Medical Center ten miles down the interstate. 
He’s married to a sexy, fit girl in her mid- 
twenties, and is childless. His house is big and 
nicer than anything I'll ever have. 

I hate him. 

It’s almost time to begin my annual turkey 
hunt, but first there’ll be some preparation. 


TRIKE 


Jackie has taken the week off from the hospital to do whatever the 
fuck doctors do with their time off. So, ’'ve tracked down his home 
address and decided to break in while he and his wife are out 
having dinner and drinks. Their home is as gorgeous as expected 
from the outside, complete with a private theater in the basement 
and an indoor pool. Must be fuckin’ nice. 


After getting a feel for the place and its 
security flaws, I set up my secret cameras and 
hide my electric cattle prod in the mudroom 
closet. I then leave for home with a spring in 
my step. As I pull out of the neighborhood, 
that fuckin’ Mercedes turns in with a screech, 
nearly clipping me. I can’t help but notice the 
vehicle looks brand new, like it never knocked 
me off the road earlier this week. 

What an asshole. And here I am driving my 
mother’s back-up sedan. 

Back home, I finalize the settings on my 


surveillance feeds and tune in to watch my 
first episode of the Jackie Show. Not all that 
surprising, I find myself with a pornographic 
display of affection. Doing my best to ignore 
Jackie, I recline back in my chair to enjoy his 
wife. 


TERK 


Today, Jackie’s wife is out of the house at 
some spa two hours away. I’ve had two days 
of the Jackie Show and am ready to collect my 
prized turkey. With his girl out of town (and 
Thanksgiving a day away), my time to move 
has come. 

As I pull into the driveway with several boxes 
of pizza, I check my feeds to see where Jackie 
is and what he’s doing. To my excitement, I 
find him down in the basement watching a 
movie with the volume turned up. I don’t need 
this pizza delivery routine, after all. But for 
the neighbors, I put on a show. 

I knock on the door (lightly) multiple times 
before going around back to see if I can find 
someone to pay for the pizzas. Jackie’s back 
yard has a tall fence, so the neighbors can’t 
see me once I’ve gone through its gate. My 


display at its end, I leave the pizzas on the 
grill and break in through the mudroom. 
Inside, I check my surveillance feed again 
from the phone. Jackie is still downstairs, 
unaware of his approaching end. Before 
heading into the basement, I collect my cattle 
prod from the closet and turn on its current. 
Satisfied that ’m ready to stun this bastard, I 
cross through the kitchen and wave to one of 
my cameras. 

Note to self: collect those fucking things before 
Jackie is reported missing. 

I don’t bother stepping lightly as I descend 
into the basement —- the theater is so loud that 
the walls are vibrating around me. I could 
probably dance and sing my way to him and 
not be heard. 

As I come up behind Jackie, I wait for him to 
shove a handful of popcorn into his mouth 
before sticking the cattle prod into the back of 
his neck. The electrocution makes for a 
visually satisfying jerk in which Jackie twists 
his spine and spasms to the floor in a flash. 
There, he twitches and chokes on his popcorn, 
eyes bulging and veins popping up from his 
forehead. 

When I come around the recliner to face him, I 


can tell Jackie doesn’t recognize me. Of 
course, he doesn’t. Irritated, I stick him again, 
this time in the gut. Blood appears in his eyes 
as vessels pop, but wait — it gets better! The 
shithead explodes out the back of his pants as 
his intestines vibrate with electricity. 

I give him a break as I recount the events of 
him wrecking my car, realization finally 
dawning on the bastard. But he can’t move, 
not in the pain I’ve inflicted. He’s practically 
disabled at this point, but not dead. Not yet. 
“Jackie-Boy,” I say, taking a knee with the 
cattle prod in hand. “Does this tenderize the 
meat, do you think? I haven’t a clue, but I 
guess I'll be finding out soon enough.” 

I stick the prod in his groin and shock him. 
Though I cannot see the damage, I imagine his 
balls have blown; blood soaks his pants in 
seconds as he screams through the mouthful of 
popcorn blocking his airways. 

“This is fun,” I say, standing and doing a little 
dance. I kick my feet and pretend my prod is a 
cane, like I’m that stage toad from the 
cartoons singing, “Hello My Darling.” But 
doesn’t he perform with a red curtain behind 
him? The one surrounding Jackie’s screen is 
unfortunately black. 


“Let’s change that,” I tell him, grabbing my 
turkey by the hair and pulling him over to the 
curtains. I then place his head against the 
fabric and (awkwardly, I’ll confess) position 
my prod against his temple. “One last hooray,” 
I say with a wink before pulling the trigger. 
This final jolt pops his eyeballs like jelly, 
leaving what appears to be a cum-stain across 
the curtains. Not blood, as I’d hoped. 

I drop Jackie and sigh. “Well, to be fair... I 
don’t even know if the toad’s curtains are red 
or not,” I admit with a chuckle. 

One look at Jackie and I know he’s expired. 
My car has been out in his driveway for at 
least ten minutes now. That’s odd for a 
delivery man. It’s time to get going. But how 
will I transport Jackie home to cook? 

This pizza guy routine has proven to be a 
complete flop. It comes with too many shitty 
variables. Pll have to keep that in mind for 
next year. 

As I run through ideas in my head, I turn off 
the movie and quiet its blasted noise. The 
moment I drop the remote onto Jackie’s 
recliner, I hear the front door open upstairs. 
“Baby? I’m home!” 

Fuck, what is she doing here? 


“Whose shit-bucket car is outside?” 

“Oh, fuck you, Janice!” I shout, storming 
toward the stairs. 

“Jackie? Was that you?” 

She’s hesitant; I can hear it in her voice. 

Very good, Janice. My voice is a bit higher than 
your dead husband’s. Here’s a cookie. 

As I reach the top of the stairs, I spot the wife 
peering around the corner with a carving knife 
in hand. I snort in amusement and wave my 
cattle prod at her. “I’ve got a further reach,” I 
say with a smile. 

Janice screams and turns to run. I curse — 
what if the neighbors have heard her? 

I throw my prod like a spear, striking her in 
the center of her back. It sends her sprawling, 
but there’s no shock with the impact. 
Nevertheless, ’m upon her a second later, 
retrieving my weapon and grabbing her by the 
hair. 

She screams again and I curse myself for 
giving her the chance. I take out my 
frustration by slamming her face into the tiled 
floor several times as hard as I can. Some 
blood spurts out from her nose and darts 
across the floor. Then a tooth breaks with a 
crunch. 


Exhausted with my attack, I pause and collect 
myself as she whines beneath me, face 
smashed and bleeding. “If you scream one 
more time,” I pant. “I will kill you. Got it?” 

She nods pitifully, her mouth a jagged mess. 
But there’s something I’ve forgotten beneath 
her body. She reminds me of the carving knife 
by rolling over quickly and sticking it up 
under my chin. I react by tossing myself 
backwards, thus removing the blade at a 
damaging angle. 

“Fuck!” I scream in pain, scooting backwards 
from her as blood runs down my neck and 
shirt. “You fucking cunt!” 

Janice gets to her feet and kicks the cattle 
prod away from me, all the while leveling her 
blade on me. “Where is Jackie?” she demands. 
“ve got to hand it to you,” I say through the 
mouthful of blood seeping through my teeth. 
“You’ve got spunk, kid.” 

She cuts me in a flash, as a warning. My cheek 
flaps open and I yelp at the sting, smacking a 
hand to the wound immediately. 

“T asked you a fucking question,” she spits in 
my face. 

There’s a knock on the door and a concerned 
neighbor calls from the other side. “Janice? Is 


everything okay in there?” 

This distraction is just enough for me to catch 
her off-guard. The moment she tilts her head 
to the side to listen, I kick her in the stomach 
with as much force as I can muster. She groans 
and doubles forward. I quickly scramble to my 
feet as she slices the blade through the air at 
me, missing only by an inch. I quickly punch 
her across the face, knocking her down to her 
knees. The knife goes sliding across the floor. 
The neighbor hysterically calls again. “I’m 
getting the police if you don’t answer me, 
Janice!” 

Well, that’s just great, I think, going for the 
knife. Another person to kill. 

Despite snatching up the blade before Janice, 
she still manages to trip me up in the process. 
I go down hard and at a weird angle. As a 
result, I don’t catch myself or soften the fall; 
my head smacks the tile hard enough that I 
see spots. 

In my daze, Janice wrestles the knife from my 
hands and plants it into my chest, screaming 
for help. Somewhere behind me, the front 
door opens. As darkness takes me, I manage to 
mumble, “But he hit my car...” 
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That bitch may have stabbed me twice — once 
under the chin and once in the chest — but I 
survived. When I open my eyes (coherently) for 
the first time, I find myself in a dark hospital 
room. It’s night and the hall outside my door 
is surprisingly quiet. Maybe I’m in an empty 
wing for criminals; I can see the silhouette of 
two officers guarding my room. 

My head turns to the window once more and I 
see that it isn’t barred. Locked, surely, but 
nothing I can’t bypass by breaking the glass. 

I scan my room for things of use and spot two 
heavy chairs, a cart of supplies, and a 
nightstand with erect Get Well cards from my 
family. I laugh at the sight of them, thinking, 
do they know what I did to get here? 

I’m sore and in pain, but I can move. The 
problem is I’m hooked up to various monitors 
that will surely scream the moment I unplug 
myself. The question is, how fast can I do that, 
grab a chair, and toss it out the window before 
getting any sort of physical response from the 
officers outside my door? 

There’s only one way to find out. 

This turkey’s gotta fly. 


Awful Gifts 


CHAPTER ONE 
Neighborly Distaste 


am hadn’t been well. Not for a long 


time, but it wasn’t until the Christmas of o- 
nine that we really started to understand the 


distressed layers of his sickness. 

We had this couple that lived two houses down - a real prick 
and a bitch named Todd and Haylee — that used to make our lives 
hell. The moment we moved into Helvetica, they set their sights on 
us for some reason. They would leave us annoying, little notes like, 
“Your dog was barking a lot around five yesterday,” or “That lawn 
needs to be cut.” Shit like that. And, as for the dog barking, five 
o’clock was the time our father came home from work, so, of 


course, the dog was going to bark. It’s not like it was nighttime or 
something. 


They even called the police on us several times 
before the cops stopped listening to their 
bullshit complaints. At least, we had them on 
our side. They knew we were normal folks just 
trying to live our lives, whereas Todd and 
Haylee were simply cunts. We weren’t the first 
neighbors they had pulled this shit on. The 
cops realized real quick we were just victims 
like the others. 


We moved to Helvetica in June of o-nine. We learned about 
Todd and Haylee the day we arrived. They “welcomed” us to the 
neighborhood by bitching about the large trucks blocking the 
roadside as we were moving in. As if there was someplace else we 
could put them. Even the moving company we’d hired said, “Ignore 
those psychos. They do this to everyone.” Apparently, the Reece’s 
even had a reputation beyond the neighborhood borders. People 
knew of them all over town. 


Sam didn’t take well to their harassment. 
We knew he disliked them —- we all did — but 
we didn’t realize just how deeply his hatred 
ran until winter rolled through. 
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We weren’t aware of it at the time, of course, but Sam had taken 
their cat. While the Reece’s were out of the house for the afternoon, 
he’d gotten off the school bus, crossed over to their property, 
opened their gate, and strolled right into the backyard as if it were 
his own home. There, he befriended the cat long enough to snatch it 
by the scruff — that spot of extra skin behind a cat’s neck — and 


shove it into his backpack. 

He kept the cat alive for a few days, at least. None of us figured 
it out back then, though it seems obvious now thinking back on it 
all. You see, I’m allergic to cats, and around the time this cat was 
living on our property, I was constantly sick with a runny nose, 
itchy eyes, and shortness of breath. My inhaler was being used more 
than ever. 

The cat, like the Reece’s, wasn’t discovered until Christmas 
morning (some two weeks after the animal was originally reported 
missing). But I’m getting a little ahead of myself. There’s still more 
story to tell. 
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Sam was a quiet kid. He wasn’t very intelligent or mature for his 
age, but he was nearing graduation all the same. He just didn’t have 
many (or any) friends to our knowledge, nor did he go out much. 
Whenever he did leave the house, it was to walk around the 
neighborhood or drive down to the dollar store for snacks. The 
times he was up to no good, we were in the dark. 

Had we known what kind of twisted shit he was capable of, 
would we have done things differently? I’m sure we would have, 
but I honestly don’t know what those things would be. Sometimes, I 
think about it. Propose myself scenarios in which we knew about 
the cat before Christmas, for example. Would we have just buried 
the animal and never said anything to the Reece’s? Would we have 
thrown the corpse into the road and faked a drive-by? Never did I 
see us actually going to Todd and Haylee to reveal the truth; those 
people were awful enough as it was (God rest their wretched souls). 

If only we had known about Sam sooner, maybe we could have 
changed things. Maybe the Reece’s would still be alive, leaving us 
their shitty notes and calling the cops whenever the dog barked. 
Though I hate that Sam did what he did - considering its 
implications — I still admire him a little for doing what we couldn’t. 

He shut them the hell up. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
The Holidays Approach 


’m older than Sam by two years. Going 


into the holidays of o-nine, I would have been 
twenty and in my second year of college. At 
that time, I was constantly busy and 
overstressed. If I was home, I was separate 
from the family, in my room getting shit done. 
Occasionally, I would go out for the night and 
not come back until the morning. Like most 
college students, I wasn’t tied down to anyone 
in particular; I dated around, and I think Sam 
envied me. Why? Because I caught the perv 
searching through the pictures on my phone 


more than once. 

The day after Thanksgiving, we set up the Christmas tree and 
decorations around the house. To everyone’s surprise (including my 
own), I helped. It was an all-day affair, one that reminded me of the 
good ol’ days of being a kid, back when Christmas still held its 
magic. Now, the holiday just reminds us of terror. 

The weeks that followed were easier on me, because classes 
were dwindling down or already on break. I was home more often, 


reading and exercising mostly. I avoided the girls from school to 
save my money for presents. I splurged on everyone, including 
myself. It was easy to pick up extra shifts from work, which 
provided me with more money to spend. 

Sam felt bad. He didn’t work or have money to spend on us for 
Christmas. For once, he wanted to gift something that wasn’t 
homemade. I couldn’t blame him. There’s something about actually 
participating in Christmas for the first time that fills you with pride. 
So, I wasn’t all that surprised when he approached me for some 
cash. He offered to clean my room and do whatever else I needed in 
exchange. I ended up giving him a hundred dollars to keep my bed 
made, my clothes in the hamper, and my car spotless (which 
became harder as the roads became salted more and more often due 
to snow). 

I expected him to get us cheap things, like books and movies. 
Maybe some gloves or hats for the cold. Instead, Sam had other 
plans for the money, the kind we would have never guessed. 
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A week before Christmas, the Reece’s house went dark and 
undecorated. The curtains were pulled and the lights shut off. The 
couple was nowhere to be seen. If not for the car in their driveway, 
I would have assumed they’d left for the holidays. Instead, we saw 
their lack of activity as a gift and left it at that. 

In all actuality, they were probably dead or dying at that point. 
We just didn’t know it yet. 
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Sam spent more and more time away from the house in the days 
leading up to Christmas. I just figured he was out shopping, trying 
to figure out the best way to split a hundred dollars three ways 
(four, if he wanted to treat himself as well). If I had known then 
that he’d spent most of the money at the hardware store, I would 
have guessed our father was getting something bigger than the rest 


of us. Some sort of lawn equipment, perhaps. Instead, we learned 
later that Sam had gone in to buy rope, heavy duty tape, an axe, 
and an automatic saw, none of which were gifted to Dad or anyone 
else. 

That’s because Sam needed them for a special project he had 
planned for us. 

I wonder how long he had the Reece’s bound before killing 
them. I have a feeling they were left alive for most of the cutting. . 
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On Christmas Eve, we went to church for a candlelit service of 
hymns and good cheer. Sam was the only one who didn’t join us, 
his excuse being he had to set up the house for us. Normally, Mom 
would have never allowed him to skip, but she got excited by the 
promise of a surprise. 

When we came home a couple hours later, Sam had been 
waiting in the foyer for us. As soon as we stepped inside, he 
directed us up the stairs and away from the living room, saying, 
“Not until morning! Not until morning!” 

Admittedly, I had considered more than once sneaking 
downstairs in the middle of the night to see what Sam had gotten 
into. But exhaustion got the best of me and I fell asleep rather 
quickly. Now that I think about it, I wouldn’t be surprised if Sam 
had drugged us all after church. He had, after all, left us hot cocoa 
by our beds. I don’t know about Mom and Dad, but I drank mine 
and passed out right after. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
Reece’s in Pieces 


e all slept in late Christmas 


morning. All of us except Sam, that is. I got 
the impression he hung out on the stairs all 
night, making sure no one tried sneaking 
down during the night. Finally, he got tired of 
waiting for us and started playing a Christmas 
CD at max volume from the kitchen. It echoed 
up the stairs and through our bedroom floors. 

I was the first one to emerge and find Sam in the hall, bouncing 


on the heels of his feet excitedly. “You good, bud?” I asked him as I 
rubbed my eyes tiredly. 


“Merry Christmas!” he exclaimed in response. 
“But don’t go downstairs yet. We have to wait 
for Mom and Dad.” 

I looked toward their door and then checked 
my watch. I was surprised to see it was 
already ten in the morning. “Can you hear 


them awake in there?” 

Sam ran to the door and pressed his ear against the frame. Then 
he nodded and knocked repeatedly. “Come on! Come on! Come on!” 

It had been years since I’d seen my brother so lively and excited. 
He was normally reserved and odd. But that morning, he was acting 
like a happy child again. Not someone on the cusp of their 
eighteenth birthday. I probably wondered if he was on drugs at the 
time. 

Mom and Dad appeared in the doorway a couple seconds later, 
looking annoyed. 

“Turn down the music, son,” our father said. 


“What’s gotten into you?” our mother asked. 

Sam said, “It’s Christmas, and I’ve got a surprise for you all! 
You're going to love it!” 

Then he hurried down the stairs, launching down several at a 
time with his hands on the banner to keep from falling. 

I looked at my parents with a cocked eyebrow and shrugged. 

If we had known what was waiting downstairs for us, I think I 
would have just gone back to bed. I will never be able to erase the 
memories of that morning, sadly. 
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There were numerous packages under the tree that had been clearly 
wrapped by my brother. The paper he used was brown and rough. 
Our names were written on the boxes in large, black letters. As we 
came into the room and took our seats looking out at the tree and 
presents, Sam said, “You have to do your stockings first!” 

Before anyone could get back up to retrieve their oversized 
socks, Sam rushed to the mantle and began to pass them out 
himself. I got mine first, then Mom, then Dad. Automatically, my 
parents waited to be told their next move. I, however, immediately 
reached into my stocking. Whatever candy and deodorant had been 
inside originally was now gone. At the bottom, I felt something cold 
and hard and oddly familiar. I took hold of it and shook it out of 
the stocking with a little difficulty. Once it was fully in view for all 
to see, my parents screamed. Or, at least, my Mom did. I think my 
Dad just started cursing nonsensically. 

And what did I do? I just held the thing up for several long 
seconds, stunned and confused. 

It was a fucking hand. And my stocking still had weight to it, 
suggesting the matching appendage was probably inside waiting on 
its retrieval. 

As I held the severed piece up in the light for examination, I 
noted the wedding ring attached to its index finger, as well as the 
hairy knuckles. This was Todd’s left hand. Once I had figured that 
much out, I finally dropped the thing in disgust and looked up at 
Sam’s wide, hopeful eyes. 


“Come on, guys. Everyone needs to open their 
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stockings 

Mom had run out of the room screaming hysterically. Dad was 
standing and pointing at the severed hand, shouting something like, 
“Ts that real? Is that fucking real, Sam?!” 

As the room continued loudly like this, I looked over at my 
mother’s discarded stocking beside me on the couch. I picked it up 
hesitantly and looked inside. Unlike mine, her gift was up at the 
top, brandishing its gore. I tipped the sock over and shook out a 
broken, amputated foot. Judging by the lump, another was also 
stuffed down inside. The toe nails were painted pink; they had once 
belonged to Haylee. 

I stood up unsteadily and lightly grabbed my 
brother’s arm to get his attention off of our 
yelling father. Then I asked, “Did you kill the 


Reece’s, Sam?” 
He tried to answer, but nothing could be heard over my parents. 
Finally, I snapped at them. “Shut up, guys! I can’t hear him!” 


The room went uncomfortably silent. I looked 
back at my brother. 

“Sam. Did you kill the Reece’s? Are these 
real . . . amputations?” 
Sam sighed, his excitement now drained. He 
moved over to the tree, looked for a specific 
package he’d wrapped, and pulled it out. He 
then tore off the paper, opened the cardboard 
box inside, and picked up Todd’s decapitated 


head. He’d certainly seen better days. 

“T thought you’d all be happy,” he told us, holding the head up 
for a moment before placing it back down. He then sought out 
another package, opened it, and revealed Haylee’s head to us. 
“Now, they can’t hurt us ever again.” 

My father turned and began puking over the end table. 
Somewhere behind me, I heard my mother faint and hit the floor 


with a vibrating thud. Sam looked from them to me, expectantly. “I 
guess nobody likes their gifts, huh?” he said sadly. 

Words escaped me for a moment as I tried to process everything 
I’d seen in the last two minutes. Then I cleared my throat and said, 
“Sam, you went too far.” 

“Nobody knows they’re missing,” he told me. “I was careful. No 
one saw me take them.” 


I looked at the various packages still wrapped 
under the tree. Sam must have diced up our 
neighbors into manageable pieces before 
boxing them up. It was then that I noted their 
cat strung up in the branches on the right side, 
garland wrapped around its limbs, stretching 
them out. Its bloodied fur disappeared behind 


the blinking red and green lights with ease. 

My eyes drifted back to Sam. “And what did you expect to 
happen after all this?” I asked him quietly, my voice sounding 
distant to my ears. 

Sam took out his phone and pulled up a bookmarked webpage. 
He held it up and said, “After we celebrated, I thought we’d just 
melt them in acid. No one would ever know.” 
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Things were different after that Christmas, 
obviously. We never really celebrated the 
holiday again, for one. And two, Sam was 
taken away from us. But he didn’t end up in 
prison for murder. Instead, he was deemed 
insane (probably not their technical term, but 
you know what I mean) and sent to Drexter 


Mental Asylum. That’s located a few miles 
beyond Lydia’s Shadow on the North Carolina 
line, so not too far from us in Helvetica. Just 
up Brother Mountain about an hour and to the 
right. 

I’m the only one that has gone into Sam’s 
room since the incident. Mom and Dad avoid 
it like the old 8x10 space is_ cursed. 
Sometimes, I go in there to decompress and 
think about him without distraction. 
Obviously, what he did was horrible - I’m not 
denying that - but I still admire him a little for 
taking care of those assholes for us. 
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EPILOGUE 
Sam’s Video Journal 


| he following recordings were 


discovered by Jordan Rockwell. 


RECORD 12/13/2009 


Sam’s bedroom appears. We see his desk, messy with papers and 
video game strategy guides. From behind the camera, Sam emerges 
to take a seat. He appears excited and jittery. 


“T think I’ve figured out what to get the family 
this year for Christmas,” he says, his teeth 
practically chattering. “The Reece’s drive them 
crazy! Well, they drive me crazy, too. They’re 
always trying to start trouble for us. They 
won’t give it a fucking rest. Everyone hates 
them in the neighborhood. Everyone, I tell 
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you. 
Sam’s knees are bouncing up and down, as if he needs to pee or 
is nervous. He looks absently around his room before returning his 
eyes to the camera and continuing. 
“Wouldn’t it be great if something happened 
to them? Taking that damn cat of theirs wasn’t 
enough. It won’t stop them, you know? I think 
I should do something ... bigger for Christmas.” 


Sam smiles widely. 
RECORD 12/14/2009 


This video starts the same, with Sam’s desk. But when Sam appears, 
he isn’t excited. Instead, he’s moving a bit sluggish, like he’s tired or 
upset. When he takes a seat, he simply sits there for a moment in 
silence before beginning to talk. 

“Tm glad it’s holiday break and all, but it hasn’t kept Brad from 
looking for me. I went to the dollar store this morning and he 
spotted me from the corner. When I came back out, I found him 


waiting for me. He stole my candy and shoved me to the ground.” 

Sam looks like he is on the verge of tears. “I 
hate that asshole. One of these days, I’m going 
to catch him by surprise.” 


RECORD 12/15/2009 


We see Sam back to happy. He’s bouncing up and down in his desk 
chair and spinning it occasionally as he talks to the camera. 

“T picked up some supplies from the hardware store today. I 
guess I’m really doing this, huh?” He pauses and leans forward, 
placing his face inches from the camera. Then he grins, laughs, and 
sits back once more. “I’m going to make the Reece’s pay for their 
shit. The family is going to love me for having the balls to do this! I 
won’t be the outsider anymore. They’ll actually love me and want 
to spend time with me.” 

Sam stands up, disappears for a moment off screen, and then 
returns with a shopping bag in hand. He shuffles through its 
contents briefly, showing the camera a hammer and a roll of duct 
tape along the way. “Dad will stop acting like he’s embarrassed of 
me, and Mom will know she raised a strong boy. Even Jordan will 
want to hang out again!” 

He drops the bag under his desk and claps his hands together. “I 
think tonight I’m going to get things ready. I don’t want to fuck this 
up!” 


RECORD 12/16/2009 


Sam is holding the camera this time as he walks down the street. 
Our view is of his feet most of the time, but occasionally he brings 
the camera up to his face when he talks. 

“T spent a couple hours online last night and found some good 
shit,” he says, a little out of breath. “Some helpful videos and stuff. 
No one is ever going to find out what happened to the Reece’s, 
because no one will ever find them! Just you wait and see. This will 
be our little Rockwell secret.” 

Sam winks and lowers the camera once more. 


RECORD 12/17/2009 


We see a foyer and front door from above. The camera has been 
situated on top of something close to the ceiling, but angled 
downward. It’s adjusted for several singles - sliding slightly from 
side to side, up and down - before Sam steps in front of and gives a 
thumbs up. He then vanishes off-screen. 

Several minutes pass without anything happening. Finally, Sam 
reappears and says, “I guess I should just turn this off until they 
actually get here.” 

The recording ends a moment later. 
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When things reappear, time has passed. Sam steps into view long 
enough to whisper, “They just pulled into the driveway. Here we 
go!” before disappearing once more. Our view is of the foyer and 
front door as we wait for something to happen. 

Todd Reece steps inside first, his keys in one hand and several 
grocery bags in the other. Haylee comes in behind him, shutting the 
door once she’s through. Sam rushes out of hiding with a shovel in 
his hands and smacks Todd in the back of the head. Todd drops 
forward like a dead weight. Haylee backs up against the wall, 
opening her mouth to scream but squeaking in surprise instead. 
Before she can bring herself to react, Sam turns on her and jabs the 
end of the shovel into her neck. Blood spurts out all over him and 
Haylee collapses to the floor. A puddle quickly forms as a heavy 
flow of blood leaves her freshly cut wound. 

Sam takes a step back and observes the scene for a moment 
before turning to look up at the camera. At first, his face is hard to 
read. But then a large smile appears. He goes to turn off the camera 
again. 
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The camera has been placed on a workbench in the basement. In 
the corner, we see Todd tied to a post, his head slack and his mouth 
gagged. He is not conscious. 


The room is fairly dark, but somewhere a lamp has been 
switched on. Sam appears on screen after a moment, looking 
exhausted and covered in blood. He waves at the camera and begins 
to talk. “Guys, I’m ready to drop! Do you know how hard it is to 
drag people around the house? If that wasn’t a bitch enough, I then 
had to spend an hour cutting up Haylee. Bone is hard to break and 
separate, take it from me. I’m still not done with her, but this will 
have to do for today. I can barely lift my arms anymore. I’ll finish 
her probably tomorrow or the day after. I’ve got a little time.” 

He pauses to stretch, and then points over at Todd. “The asshole 
is still alive, for the moment. I think he’1l still be with us whenever I 
return. I can’t imagine he will starve that quickly. And after ’m 
through with Haylee, it’s his turn!” 


RECORD 12/18/2009 


We return to the basement, this time with Sam perched atop a stool 
with his elbows on his knees and his face in his hands. 


“This has been a lot of fucking work, but it 
will all be worth on Christmas morning,” he 


tells the camera tiredly. “I can’t wait. Phew!” 
Behind him, Todd stirs. 

Sam looks over his shoulder and laughs lightly. Todd is gagged 
still, and is unable to speak or scream. 

Sam turns back to the camera. “You see that? He’s been pretty 
angry. But I drugged him again. I think he’s just coming back 
around a bit.” 

Todd tries to squirm in his binds, but doesn’t have the energy or 
strength to change anything. Today, he appears bruised and bloody. 

“lve been beating on him a bit,” Sam admits, looking over his 
red knuckles. “It’s starting to show on me, and I don’t want anyone 
to get suspicious. So, I’ll start using tools on him instead. I’ve got 
that hammer I showed you a few days ago. I might use it tomorrow 
to smash his fingers or balls. I haven’t decided yet.” 


RECORD 12/21/2009 


The camera comes to life in the basement, but not from the 
workbench. This time, Sam is wielding it in front of him as he paces 


the room. Sometimes, Todd comes in view for a second, but the 
camera never focuses on him. However, what we do see is 
motionless. 


“Tt’s almost over,” Sam says from off screen. 
“Haylee is all boxed up and ready. Now, it’s 
Todd’s turn.” 

Sam moves over to the post and finally puts 
the camera on his neighbor. There’s nothing to 
see, really. 

“He’s dead, by the way. I don’t know if it’s 
from me hurting him or starvation. Maybe it 
was a little of both. I did break a lot of his 
bones and cut him in a lot of places over the 
last couple days.” Sam sighs and turns the 
camera away from the body. Again, he’s 
pacing the basement as he talks. “Tomorrow, I 
will start splitting him up. I’m running out of 
time, you know? It’s nearly Christmas!” 


RECORD 12/23/2009 


For the first time in several recordings, we return to Sam’s bedroom 
and his desk. When Sam sits down, he looks somehow larger. More 
confident and standing taller, perhaps. 


“Well, the gifts are all wrapped and ready. I 
won't be going to church tomorrow with 
everyone else, that way I can get everything 
under the tree. No one seems to suspect a 
thing. I almost laughed when Jordan said 
things had been so quiet since the Reece’s 


went on vacation. That’s what everyone seems 
to think - the Reece’s are on holiday! Ha!” 

Sam leans forward in conspiracy and 
whispers, “But it’s even better. They’re gone 
for good.” 


RECORD 12/24/2009 


The camera comes to life in the living room. We immediately see 
the Christmas tree with all of its bright lights and decorations, as 
well as a mantle with stockings hanging low to its left. The camera 
then pans to show the rest of the room, which consists of Christmas 
knick-knacks, holly, and candle-shaped lights at the windows. 


Sam’s face takes up the screen a moment 
later, zoomed in so close that we can 
practically see his pores. “It’s Christmas Eve, 
motherfuckers!” he exclaims with glee, 
moving the camera off his face and placing it 
back on the tree and the gifts resting at its 
feet. 

“The Reece’s are all there, ready for 
tomorrow!” he continues in a squeaky voice 
overflowing with excitement and pride. “I 
don’t think P’ve ever been this happy before,” 
he says, the camera shaking up and down as 
Sam presumably hops in place. “I will let you 
know tomorrow night how everything goes. If 
I can find the time, that is, with all the fun 
we'll be having!” 

The camera lowers as Sam goes to switch it 


off, but then he remembers something with 
an, “Oh! I almost forgot!” 

Sam takes us out the back door, across the 
yard, and into the shed. After some shuffling 
around, he locates a shoe box and holds it up 
for the camera to see. “Can’t forget to string 
up the cat!” 

The camera swivels around to Sam’s face 
once more as he screams energetically at it. 
Then all goes dark. 


TRIKE 


There are no more recordings that follow. 


Cheaters Get 
Eaters 


\ ow, these are fantastic!” 


Barry approaches his husband from the side and looks over his 
shoulder. “What do you have there?” 

Robert angles the box for Barry to see. Inside, there are 
eighteen Christmas balls that are embossed in unfamiliar designs 
and colored darkly in reds, greens, blues, and yellows. Though the 
package arrived a day before they left town, this is the first time 
he’s taken them out to see. “They were specially ordered, but I 
didn’t think they’d be so unique in person. They don’t look 
American-made...” 

“No. They look foreign and, uh, authentic,” Barry says, leaning 
closer. “Almost like dragon eggs in that fantasy show you like so 
much.” 


“They really do. Which is good because they were damn 
expensive.” 

Barry counts the balls and makes a face. “Eighteen, huh? Is 
that enough for the tree?” 

“Well, not on their own. But, like I said, these were very 
expensive. A pack of eighteen to mix in the tree seemed like 
enough.” 

Barry pats his husband on the back and says, “You’re probably 
right. Well, they look fantastic. Very unique.” He kisses Robert on 
the cheek and turns back to the kitchen. “Good job, babe.” 

Robert admires the box a moment longer before setting it 
aside. “Thanks. I’m going to unpack our bags before dinner, okay?” 

“T’m starting it now. You have about an hour.” 

Robert turns for the stairs. “See you soon. We’ll decorate the 
tree tonight, right?” 


“Of course, babe. It'll be fun. Die Hard 
and the Christmas tree. And if you’re lucky, 
we can trade candy canes later.” With this, 
Barry winks playfully at his husband. 


Robert chuckles and begins his climb. “Santa Claus is coming 
to town. Ho, ho, ho!” 


TERK 


After dinner, they put on the movie and begin unpacking the 
Christmas decorations. Though the tree is already up from earlier, it 
is bare. They have a plastic tote of things to hang from its branches, 
like the balls, as well as two additional boxes containing objects for 
around the house. By the time they finish, the house will be covered 
in nutcrackers, singing Santa dolls, flocking, mistletoe, and 
Christmas lights. Assuming they have it all done before they go to 
bed, Barry and Robert will probably be up until three or four in the 
morning. Luckily, they’re on vacation and don’t have work until the 
New Year. The house is a rental in the Adirondack Mountains of 
New York; it’s just them, the trees, wildlife, and the views. No one 
to bother them or to be bothered by the loud musical they’ll 


undoubtedly play. Barry has a thing for blasting holiday music and 
singing at the top of his lungs while jumping around the room with 
his arms in the air. Robert finds this both amusing and 
embarrassing. 

“Where are those new balls?” Robert asks, eying the 
decorations they’ve put onto the tree thus far. 

Barry locates the box on the kitchen counter and brings it over. 
“What were you thinking?” 

“We have eighteen. Start with two near the top and increase on 
the way down. Two here. Three here. Four...five...” 

“I know how to count from one to eighteen,” Barry says 
sarcastically. “Basically, you want even spacing, intermingled 
proportionately with everything else, from top to bottom. Got it.” 

Robert smacks Barry on the arm and says, “Watch the ‘tude or 
you'll kill the mood.” 

“You just want to get me on the top step for a nice view of my 
ass,” Barry says, moving a stool in front of the tree. 

“It’s a bonus, I won’t lie.” 

Barry collects the box once more and takes the three steps up 
to put him level with the tree top. The moment he reaches for one 
of the balls, the box seems to pulse in his hand, startling him. 
Catching himself from dropping the ornaments, he slips down the 
steps without falling and curses. 

“What was that?” Robert asks him. 

Barry inspects the box but sees nothing out of the ordinary. 
However, the package still feels warm in his hands. “This box is 
hot.” 

“T never thought I’d hear you say that,” Robert chuckles, 
moving forward. “Was it left on the stove top or something?” 

“No. It was on the counter.” 

“Are the balls okay?” 

Barry removes one and feels its heft in his hand. “It looks fine.” 

His husband shrugs. “Okay, then. Don’t drop them.” 

Barry rolls his eyes and steps back up the mini ladder. As he 
begins hanging the balls, he swears they jitter in his peripheral 
vision. But when he gives them his full attention, he decides they’re 
still. Maybe the branches had just shifted under their weight. And 
yet...something about them is irking him. 

“What movie should we watch next?” Robert asks from the 
mantle where he is stringing up garland. 


”? 


Barry removes an orangish ball from the box next and turns it 
in his hand. Its ridges twist and cross across the surface, some of 
which are bumpier than others, like small imperfections. “Uh...I 
don’t know, you pick. Hey, um, how were these balls listed?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“You got them online, right? What were they titled or 
whatever?” 


“Nothing specific. The listing said they 
were luxurious ornaments that...um, shit. 
Ornaments to save the holidays or something of 


that nature. I can’t remember.” 

Barry is now examining another heavy ball, this one with dark 
green with miniature spikes that prickle his skin. 

“These are definitely foreign,” he tells his husband distractedly. 
“T’ve never seen anything like them.” 

“They have fantasy accents, I think,” Robert says as he collects 
his glass of wine from the end table. “I mostly looked at the 
provided pictures and not so much the description. But it’s like you 
said earlier—their designs bring to mind dragon eggs.” 

Barry nods to himself and places the final ball on the lower 
branches. “Well, they’re very interesting. Well-made, too. All these 
balls are quite heavy. I wonder what they’re made of. It isn’t plastic, 
that’s for sure.” 

Robert laughs. “You can always feel the quality in the weight 
of things.” 

“Exactly. I suppose they could be hollow and full of coal, 
though. Because you’re such a bad boy, obviously.” 

Robert snorts with amusement and turns to the kitchen to get 
their charcuterie board from the refrigerator. 

Barry is about to place the empty ornaments box onto the 
coffee table when the corner of a folded paper catches his eye 
beneath the cardboard cubbies that previously held the balls in 
place. He retrieves the thick parchment assuming it’s a thank you 
note or a description of the ornaments, but it’s something 
unexpected instead. 


“Your husband deserves better,” he reads 
aloud. “What the hell?” 


Robert brings over the platter and sets it down on the coffee 
table. “What’s that?” 

“A note that was tucked into the packaging. Where did you say 
you ordered this?” 

“Online.” 

“Like, Amazon?” 

“No, eBay.” 


Barry touches the words as if to channel 
them. The red ink is dark and has lightly bled 
through the thick paper. Barry flips the note 
over for more but there’s nothing else to see. 
His breath hitches as he repeats the message 
aloud for Robert: “Your husband deserves 


better.” 

Robert eyes the parchment in Barry’s hand and begins to pale. 
“That’s...odd.” 

Barry looks at him. “Did you know the seller or something?” 

Robert is clearly nervous but trying to hide it. “No. It was a 
private listing. Someone sent me the link.” His eyes won’t meet his 
husband’s. 

Barry twists his mouth to the side and lowers the note. 
“Someone sent you a link to the listing? Who? How? Email?” 

“Facebook.” Robert takes some cheese from the platter and 
places it on a cracker. 

“Someone you know?” Barry presses. 

“Um, I don’t know. It wasn’t a profile I recognized,” he says 
with his mouth full. “I just assumed it was someone from work who 
knew I wanted something special this year. I wasn’t really thinking 
of tree ornaments, but I fell in love with them immediately.” 

Barry pockets the note, confused by it all. 

Robert is watching him from the corner of his eye. “I bet it’s 
just a poor translation,” he offers. 

“How do you mean?” 


“T bet it was supposed to say, your 


husband deserves the best.” 
Barry shrugs and takes a seat on the couch with his wine. 


“Yeah, maybe.” 

“J, uh, think I’m going to take a shower before the next 
movie,” Robert tells him, looking toward the stairs. “That okay?” 

“Sure.” 

“What are we watching next?” 

Barry doesn’t know. He’s not really interested in a movie 
anymore. He feels like something is off with his husband and it’s 
making him nervous. “You can pick.” 

Robert heads upstairs with one last look at the tree. As he 
disappears from the grand room, Barry considers the strange 
ornaments once more. They’re beautiful and possibly worth more 
than Robert paid for them, but strike Barry as a bad omen of some 
sort. Like a warning. 


TEAK 


In the bedroom, Robert locates his phone and selects the Facebook 
app. Once his feed has appeared, he moves to the inbox tab and 
scans for the message sent to him with the eBay link. Though he 
finds it, the thread is no longer active; the profile is labeled 
DELETED USER. 

“Damn it.” 

Someone is out to get him. Why else has that message been 
attached to the ornaments package? Is it a veiled threat or a simple 
remark to admonish him? Either way, Barry is suspicious of him 
now. Maybe he’ll ask questions or begin snooping. But what might 
he find? Nothing. There isn’t any proof of what he’s done with Wil 
after hours at the office. Unless... 

Cameras? 

No, they’d been careful about that. The lower stairwell is 
unmonitored, at least from the inside. Beyond the exit door, there’s 
surveillance that could have caught them leaving for the parking 
lot. But nothing more. 

So, what then? Why the message? What does it hope to 
accomplish? 

“They just wanted to stir the pot,” Robert tells himself with a 
nod. “Youw’re worrying for nothing.” 

Just talk, no bite. 


He relaxes and puts his phone back on the nightstand. As he 
turns for the bathroom, he pauses and doubles back. He never 
checked the listing. He finds the message thread once more and 
clicks on the provided link. He receives an error message from 
eBay, essentially noting the link as expired. So, he goes into his 
account to view his previous orders. There, he finds the listing he 
barely glanced over prior to making his purchase. This time, he 
reads every word, not that there are many. 


THESE ORNAMENTAL CHRISTMAS BALLS ARE THE BEST 
MONEY CAN BUY AND I’M ASKING SO LITTLE! THEY ARE 
WORTH MUCH MORE BUT I WANT THEM TO GO TOA 
GOOD HOME. SO WONDERFULLY HAND-CARVED, THEY 
LOOK NATURAL, DON’T YOU THINK? THE MATERIAL IS 
TOP QUALITY, NOTHING FAKE. THESE BALLS WILL FIX 
WHAT IS BROKEN. JUST PUT THEM ON DISPLAY AND LET 
THEM WORK THEIR MAGIC. YOU DO NOTHING! JUST 
ENJOY! SO BEAUTIFUL! MAKE THIS HOLIDAY THE MOST 
MEMORABLE EVER! 


Robert looks for more by scrolling up and down the length of 
the browser page, but there’s nothing left but the provided pictures, 
which he’s already viewed previously. He reads the description 
again, assuming he’s missed something along the way, as if new 
words will suddenly appear if he looks hard enough. When they 
don’t, he makes a face. 

“Really? That’s it?” 


He can’t believe it. What an odd 
description, he decides. There’s nothing there 
for him to follow further. The seller profile is 
INACTIVE already and shares nothing of 
value. Robert doesn’t know who sent him the 


ornaments or the link to their listing. 
Cursing, he tosses his phone onto the bedside and begins to 
strip. Maybe the hot shower will help ease his frustration. 


TRIKE 


Downstairs, Barry has put on his boots and taken his wine out onto 
the back deck where there’s snow. Though it’s dark, the moon is 
large and bright, illuminating the surrounding forest. A storm is 
supposed to come overnight, but the clouds are only now starting to 
amass in the proximity of the cabin. But for now, Barry can see the 
trees and brush clearly. The deck overlooks the mountainside, 
making him feel on top of the world, although only visually. 
Emotionally, his heart is heavy, and his mind is restless. 

The note has put a twisting pit in his stomach. Though his 
husband’s offer at mistranslation seems plausible enough, he doesn’t 
buy it. Had Robert acted normal, he might have accepted it; but 
Robert paled and became twitchy. Barry can always tell when 
something is being kept from him in conversation. Robert knows 
something he isn’t willing to reveal. Does that mean the note is 
suggestive of a grave fault? Has Robert done something bad and 
kept it from Barry? 

“Fucking Christmas,” he growls, taking a deep drink from his 
wine glass. “Why must the holidays add such weight to things?” 

Taking several deep breaths, he calms himself and focuses on 
the beautiful scenery set before him. 


It’s probably nothing, he decides. Maybe the 
seller thought it would be funny to fuck with 


Robert. It’s just a lame prank. 

He returns inside and picks up the package again. When he 
turns it over in his hands, something occurs to him. There’s no 
packing slip or shipping label anywhere he can see. Surely, this box 
had arrived in something more structurally sound to protect the 
delicate items inside. Was it here in the rental cabin or back home? 
He’ll have to ask Robert when he returns. 

Barry tries to wait patiently but fails in mere minutes. Putting 
down his empty glass of wine, he heads upstairs and into the 
bedroom. He can hear the shower running and see steam seeping 
out from the bathroom door, which is ajar. He slips inside the 
warmth and grumbles when his glasses immediately fog. He 
removes them and places them onto the sink as he begins to strip 
out of his clothes. 

“Barry?” 

“Yeah, it’s me,” he says. He can see Robert’s silhouette through 
the shower curtain. “I thought I’d join you.” 


“Oh, I love that idea!” 

The relief in Robert’s voice is palpable. He’s taking this action 
as a good sign. Barry unhappily thinks this further shows his 
husband’s guilt. 

Barry pulls open the curtain and joins the hot stream of water. 
Robert is currently washing shampoo from his hair with his eyes 
closed. 

“Hey, I’ve got a question for you,” Barry says. 

“Shoot.” 

“Where’s the box those ornaments came in?” 

Robert shrugs. “I don’t think there was one, other than what 
we have here.” 

“Really?” 

“T don’t remember one.” 

Barry folds his arms over his chest and studies his husband. 
Robert’s hair is rinsed, and his eyes open once more. He appears to 
be telling the truth. 

“That package came just like that in the mail?” 

“Yeah. That’s how I found it on the front porch.” 

“That makes no sense.” 

Robert seems genuinely confused. “Why not?” 

“Because there’s no shipping label on it. Not our address, nor 
where it came from. There must have been a larger box it fit in.” 

Robert shakes his head. “Nope. Pretty sure.” 

They switch places so that Barry can enjoy the heat of the 
shower and begin soaping his body. “You know what this means, 
don’t you?” he asks. 

“Uh, not really.” 

“Those ornaments must have been hand-delivered, not 
mailed.” 

Robert shakes his head and says, “No, way. They had to have 
come from overseas.” 

“What shipping did you pay for then?” 

“T don’t remember.” 

“Can you check?” 

“T think so...” 

“T mean, how else did it get to our house without a label? And 
that note...something is just weird with it all.” 

Robert sighs and steps out of the shower to grab a towel. “Give 
me a moment.” 


While Barry waits for his husband to return, he cleans himself. 
Robert returns a couple minutes later and says, “Well...it was free 
shipping. That’s all I can tell you.” 

“From within the US?” 

“Yeah, I think so.” 

Barry shakes his head and finds the shampoo bottle. “I don’t 
get it.” 

“T think you’re overthinking. There was probably a label that 
just got removed during delivery or when we opened it.” 

“Maybe...” 

“Tm freezing my ass off, babe. I’m going to dry off and 
change.” 

“Okay. I’ll be out in a few minutes.” 

Robert leaves the bathroom and closes the door without 
latching it. Barry exhales loudly into the falling water and curses. 


TEE 


The next morning is the start of Christmas Eve. Barry and Robert 
get into their Jeep and leave the mountains for the nearest town. 
There’s little to it, but that suits them just fine. In the grocery store, 
they pick up ham, mashed potatoes, rolls, and veggies for dinner. As 
they check out, Barry swears he spots a small, weathered man 
watching them from the cart corral. When Barry meets his gaze, the 
man looks away and waits as if someone is coming for him. Barry 
tells himself he’s just being paranoid and avoids looking at the man 
again. 

Later, while at lunch in a quaint diner down the road, Barry 
asks Robert what their plans are for the night. 

“Christmas carols, for one,” Robert says with a large grin. His 
unease from overnight has all but dissolved since getting up that 
morning. “Maybe some coco and sex.” He wriggles his eyebrows 
and laughs, clearly in a good mood. “Oh! And how about we try a 
snow fight in the woods?” 

“Are we kids again?” Barry says with a smile. “Yeah, fuck it. 
That sounds fun.” 

“You know, when I was a kid, me and my family would play 
hide and seek at night if there was snow. I think those are some of 


my favorite memories of winter growing up.” 

“We did nothing. Not together, I mean. I spent most of my 
snow days with friends playing football or hockey.” 

“T'd say we can also try Hide and Seek, but we could get lost 
out here. I don’t know these woods.” 

Barry chews on the inside of his cheeks and says, “I wonder if 
there are bears around the cabin at all.” 

“Wouldn’t surprise me. We’re probably surrounded by critters.” 


“T don’t know if I’d characterize a bear as 


a critter,” Barry laughs. 

Robert grins and says, “I’ve known my fair share of bears.” 

Barry doesn’t hear the joke. He’s looking outside at the parking 
lot where there’s an old pickup truck. Behind the wheel is the man 
from the grocery store wearing sunglasses. Barry is almost positive 
it’s the same guy. 

“Are we being followed?” he asks. 

“Huh?” Robert follows his gaze and shrugs. “I, uh—what are 
you looking at?” 

“The truck.” 

“What about it?” 

“Do you recognize it?” 

“Not at all. It’s just some ancient piece of crap.” 

“What about the driver?” 

“The old man? I don’t think so.” Robert turns to eye his 
husband. “What’s gotten into you?” 

“T saw him watching us at the grocery store earlier.” 

“He’s probably old school. Not used to gays.” 

Barry tears his eyes away from the parking lot and nods. 
“Yeah, maybe.” 

“We should probably finish up here,” Robert says, reaching 
into his pocket for his wallet and catching the waiter’s eye. “It may 
be cold outside, but I don’t know how long that ham will keep in 
the car.” 


TERK 


As night falls and the boys retire to the couch, their bellies full of 


dinner, Barry reflects on the day. The snow fight was the most fun 
they’d had together in years and Barry is genuinely happy. He’s no 
longer worried about the old man or the ornamental balls. He’s 
living in the moment and looking forward to the rest of the night. 
Though sex will have to wait for their food to digest, they can still 
sing carols and get drunk together. And though he wouldn’t suggest 
taking a blind walk through the woods, he’s considering telling 
Robert they should follow the long, winding driveway and back for 
an evening stroll in the snow. 

After they’ve sang their hearts out and drank several glasses of 
wine, Barry asks. 

“A walk?” 

Barry nods, wavering in place with drunkenness. “A walk 
under the moonlight in the snow...it’s romantic!” 

Robert smiles and claps his hands together. “Okay, let’s do it!” 

Once they’ve dressed in several layers of clothing to keep 
warm, they exit the cabin without locking the door behind them. 
The driveway is at least a mile long if not further. Though it was 
paved prior to their arrival, some snow has fallen overnight since. 
Luckily, their Jeep was able to handle the powder without incident 
in and out of town. 

“Are we expecting much more of this?” Robert asks, kicking up 
a burst of snow with his boot. 

Barry squeezes his husband’s gloved hand and says, “I think 
another couple inches tonight, just in time for Christmas morning.” 

“Tt’s been a while since ’ve seen so much snow.” 

“Same here. California isn’t exactly the coldest place to live.” 

“You know, growing up in Michigan, we got hammered often. I 
always loved the snow.” 

Barry watches the stars overhead as they walk hand in hand, 
keeping close for the imagined warmth. “We got some in Maryland. 
Not a lot but a couple feet a year, usually.” 

“We would get three to four feet every time, several times a 
season.” 

“That must have been fun. I grew up in a large neighborhood 
full of kids, so snow days were a blast.” 

Robert shivers and presses his shoulder against Barry’s. “Damn, 
it’s cold!” 

“You should be used to this.” 

“You're right. California has weakened me.” 


They laugh and bounce off one another as they walk. 

Further down the driveway, headlights suddenly switch on. 

Barry hesitates and nearly trips. “What the hell is that?” 

The headlights curve as the vehicle begins a three-point turn in 
the driveway. Though it’s dark outside, the sky is clear and lit with 
stars. Barry can see the driver is commanding a pickup tree, just 
like the one they’d seen earlier at the diner. 

“Are you kidding me?” 

“What’s wrong?” Robert asks. 

They stop walking and watch as the truck finishes its turn and 
heads away from them. 

“That’s the guy from this afternoon!” Barry nearly shouts. 

“Relax. Why do you think that?” 

“Tt’s the same truck.” 

“You sure?” 

“Yeah. I told you that old fuck was following us!” 

“Baby, calm down. Why would he be following us?” 

“You tell me why he’s out here in the driveway. This isn’t the 
road.” 

“T got it!” Robert says, clearly proud of himself. 

“What?” 

“He’s the caretaker of the cabin.” 

“The caretaker?” 

“Sure. He was probably checking the driveway and deciding 
whether or not to plow it again for us.” 

Barry isn’t so sure of that and says as much. 

“It makes perfect sense,” Robert assures him. “As for seeing 
him around town, this area is small. It was just a coincidence.” 

“T don’t know...” 

“Why have you been so paranoid today? Did you bring any of 
our special brownies without telling me?” 

Barry shakes his head, not wanting to think of the ominous 
note left inside the ornaments packaging. “Let’s just turn back. I 
need to warm up, I think.” 

Robert nods and begins to turn. “Good idea. My blood is 
Californian now. This weather is killing me.” 


TRIKIK 


An hour later, they’re in bed making love as clouds begin to cover 
the sky. Snow is coming soon. Though Robert tries to go slowly, 
Barry urges them to move harder and faster. He’s frustrated and 
channeling his energy elsewhere. Robert is surprised but pleasantly 
so. It’s not often they’re so frenzied and passionate these days. 

Once both men are finished and sprawled across the bed 
covered in sweat, the cold’s chill creeps back over them. Barry 
desperately wants to crawl under the covers but knows he should 
shower first. As he stands from the bed and stretches his spine, 
Robert sits up and laughs. 

“What’s so funny?” Barry asks him. 

“You’re becoming an old man, aren’t you?” 

“Look who’s talking. You’re the older one.” 

“We need to get back in the gym,” Robert says, shivering. “I 
hate feeling so lumpy.” 

“New Year’s resolution?” 

“Deal.” 

“You gonna join me in the shower?” 

Robert throws his legs over the bedside and nods. “I wish the 
tub was big enough for us to take a bath instead.” 

“You can always take one on your own once we’ve rinsed off.” 

“Yeah, maybe I will.” 

After Barry has showered off and stepped out of the tub, 
Robert prepares his bath. Barry grabs a towel and inspects his face 
in the mirror as he rubs his backside dry. 

“Looking for wrinkles?” Robert asks. 

“No,” Barry says distractedly. “Ugh, the bags under my eyes 
have gotten so dark.” 

“T think you look brooding. Like Batman.” 

Barry snorts and looks at his husband. “Which one?” 

“Which Batman, you mean?” 

“Yeah.” 


Robert considers this before answering, 
“The Twilight kid.” 


“Ts that a compliment?” 

“Sure, it is. I wouldn’t kick him out of bed.” 

Barry laughs and exits the bathroom. “I’ll meet you downstairs 
once youre finished.” 

Once he’s dressed, he leaves for the living room. Halfway down 


the stairs, he pauses when he hears the click of a door latching shut. 
His heart leaps into his throat and he chokes as he listens carefully 
for more. When a silent minute passes, he continues down the stairs 
cautiously, looking around the foyer and living room. He knows it 
wasn’t the front door he heard closing because it was directly in 
front of him during his descent. He also thinks the sound would 
have been louder had it been the porch door beside the fireplace. 
So, he turns from the staircase and heads toward the back corner of 
the cabin where there’s a laundry room and a side door. He sees 
nothing out of the ordinary in the room itself but notices the door is 
unlocked. He searches for a weapon and decides to grab a broom as 
a stick he can wield. Then he slowly opens the door to the cold and 
sticks his head outside. Snow crumbles onto his toes but he doesn’t 
notice; he’s too frightened to see footprints in the snow leading 
away from the house and into the woods. He slams the door shut 
quickly and locks it, cursing. 

From upstairs, his husband calls down: “Barry? What was 
that?” 

Barry shakes off his frozen toes and heads back into the foyer. 
As he locks the front door—wondering how they could have been 
so careless—he shouts up to Robert, “I'll tell you when you get out.” 
He then hurries to the porch door and locks it as well. From every 
direction, they’d left themselves exposed. Someone could have 
robbed or murdered them in their sleep if Barry’s arrival hadn’t 
scared them off. 

“Jesus Christ,” he sighs, running a hand through his damp hair. 

When Robert appears downstairs twenty minutes later, Barry 
tells him what he saw outside the laundry room. Robert leaves him 
to check it out himself and returns to ask, “Should we follow the 
tracks?” 

Barry’s mouth drops open. “Are you kidding? And do what to 
the guy? Scold him for breaking in?” 

“We could kick his ass and call the cops.” 

This time, Barry laughs. “When have you ever fought 
somebody?” 


“T was in a few scuffles as a kid,” Robert 
says with a grin. 
“You’re ridiculous. What if they have a knife or a gun? Then 
what?” 


Robert shrugs. “I don’t know, but I’ll protect my man.” 

“Well, that’s sweet, but maybe we should skip finding the guy 
and just call the cops. Maybe seeing the flashing lights down the 
driveway will scare off whoever is out there.” 

“Assuming they’re still around.” 

“Right.” 

“Tt’s up to you. But keep in mind—if we call the police, the rest 
of the night is going to revolve around that headache. Whereas we 
could just keep the doors locked and enjoy the rest of the night and 
likely never be bothered again.” 

Barry sighs as he considers these options. “You really think 
we'll be okay?” 

“T do. You scared them off already and locked the doors. Why 
would they bother coming back?” 

“Fine. We'll take our chances in white knuckling it tonight.” 

Robert shakes his head and suppresses a laugh. “You can be so 
cute.” 

“Shut up and get the cheese out. I’m hungry.” 


TROKIK 


Though Robert is asleep come three a.m., Barry has trouble relaxing 
so easily. After two hours of reading from his Kindle, he’s just about 
asleep when something breaks downstairs. He sits up in bed and 
drops his book off the side. There’s more cracking from below the 
room, like fallen glass. One is followed by another. This series of 
crashes lasts for half a minute before silence finally returns to the 
cabin. Hesitantly, Barry climbs out of bed and places his feet into 
his slippers. He then collects the knife he hid in the nightstand prior 
to bed and leaves the room. 

As he descends the stairs slowly and as quietly as possible, he 
looks out across the living room below. At first, nothing seems out 
of place. It isn’t until he’s turning off the stairs and toward the 
couch that he sees the smashed ornaments beneath the Christmas 
tree. Glancing left and right and pausing, Barry listens for someone 
else in the room. He hears nothing and continues forward to take a 
knee beside the presents littered in the broken shells of the 
decorative balls. Upon closer inspection, Barry realizes there’s 


organic material in puddles surrounding the pieces. He wipes the 
substance with his hand and rubs it between his fingertips. He’s 
reminded of yoke, which is also sticky and translucent. 

“What the hell is this stuff?” he mumbles under his breath, 
standing and looking behind him. He’s still alone but he hears 
something new, a skittering of sorts. He follows his ears to a nearby 
vent and determines whatever he’s hearing is within the walls. 


Weird, he thinks. There must be a penny 


rattling around in there or something. 

Finally, Barry flicks on the lights and searches the rest of the 
cabin slowly with his knife in hand. When he discovers nothing— 
even the doors are shut and locked—he returns to the tree to 
determine what made the ornaments fall. None of their decorations 
from home had been affected, only the foreign orbs. 

Barry sighs, too tired to clean the mess just now. But he’s 
worried the yolk-like substance will harden on the gifts overnight, 
so he collects a warm washcloth from the sink and gets to work. 
Once he’s finished with the mess, he tosses the broken shells into 
the trashcan and curses. 

“Well, that was a lovely waste of a hundred dollars.” 

Nearly asleep, he stumbles back upstairs and collapses into 
bed. This time, he does pass out, ignorant of the continued scuttling 
from within the ventilation ducts. 


*RKIK 


“Wake up, babe.” 

Barry blinks several times and rubs his eyes with his clenched 
fists. “What time is it?” 

“A little after eight,” Robert says, standing beside the bed. “Did 
you get up at all last night?” 

“Yeah, I had a mess to clean up.” 

“A mess?” 

“Yeah. The balls broke.” 

“T was wondering where they went,” Robert says, folding his 
arms over his chest. “How did you break them? You knock into the 
tree or something?” 


Barry wants to slap him. “No. They were 


already broken when I went downstairs.” 

“How?” 

“No clue. Nothing else fell, though.” 

Robert shakes his head, clearly pissed. “That makes no sense, 
Bare. What really happened?” 

“T’m telling you the truth.” 

“T think you were sleepwalking again.” 

“Why would I set out to break those ornaments specifically?” 

“The note, of course,” Robert grumbles. “It got to your head. 
So, you literally busted my balls over it.” 

Barry laughs incredulously and shoves past his husband toward 
the door. “I had nothing against those things. I liked them.” 

Robert says nothing, just watches him leave. 

Barry heads downstairs with his robe in hand. As he reaches 
the foyer, he throws it over his shoulders and turns into the kitchen 
for a cup of coffee. Robert appears a minute later and apologizes. 

“What do you think happened?” he asks after an awkward 
silence stretches between them. 

“T really don’t know.” 

“Maybe we have squirrels.” 

“Huh?” 

“lve heard something in the walls this morning. I think we 
have a critter in there, racing around looking for a way out.” 

Barry nods and says, “I heard something last night, too. I 
thought it was just something bouncing around in the vent, like a 
coin or something.” 

“No, that can’t be it. I’ve heard it throughout the house.” 

Barry looks to the walls as if he’s capable of seeing through 
them. Finally, he shakes his head, takes his mug, and heads toward 
the porch door. 

“Where you going?” 

“Outside. I want to see how much snow we got last night.” 

Barry slips on his boots, unlocks the door, and steps out onto 
the back porch. After a quick look around, he determines they 
collected another two or three inches, nothing substantial yet. 
However, it is still snowing. 

He’s about to return inside when he thinks of the tracks leaving 
the laundry room. He can’t see around the corner of the house to 


them but wants to check them out. He grabs his snow pants and 
coat from inside and gets ready. Robert sees him and asks what 
Barry is doing. 

“T want to follow those tracks. See how far they go.” 

“They might be covered now, don’t you think?” 

“We only got a few inches so far. I bet I can still see them.” 

Robert sighs loudly and says, “Fine. Give me a minute to get 
dressed, too.” 

Together, they head out the laundry door five minutes later, 
armed with their walking sticks. The tracks are partially filled but 
still visible. Alongside them are small holes that confuse Barry. 
Their distances apart vary, as do their widths. Could they have been 
made from a stick like the one he was using? 

Once they’ve reached the edge of the woods, Barry and Robert 
pause and look as far ahead as they can. No one appears to be 
waiting for them near the cabin. Robert asks how long they plan to 
follow the tracks. 

“Until we find our culprit or the road.” 

“The road?!” Robert says with obvious exasperation. “Come 
on, that could be miles away. We’re in the mountains, remember? 
How do you know we'll even be headed toward the road? We could 
just get lost in the wilderness.” 

“Are you coming with me or not? I seem to remember someone 
saying they’d protect their man...” 

Robert shakes his head and fights a smile. “You fucker. Fine. 
Let’s go.” 

Though Barry hasn’t pointed out the small holes to his 
husband, he continues to track them with his eyes as well. Some of 
them branch off toward the trees and disappear. It makes no sense. 
The more Barry sees these differing trails, the more uneasy he feels 
pushing forward. After ten minutes without development, he stops 
to look over his shoulder. The cabin is no longer in sight of them, 
and the snow is falling harder. 

“Are we turning back?” Robert asks. 

Barry looks ahead of them once more and squints his eyes. He 
can see nothing but trees and snow. The wind is picking up, making 
movement slower. He wonders how far they’ve gone and 
determines it isn’t far enough to be giving up. “Let’s keep going,” he 
says, walking once more. “How far could they have gone? It was 
night and snowing.” 


“Well, if they’re familiar with the mountain...” 

Another ten minutes pass, this time in silence. The small holes 
have long since vanished by this point, leaving them only the 
footprints to follow. Still, there’s no end in sight. Barry curses, 
chilled to the bone and growing hungry. 

“Fuck. Let’s turn back.” 

“Thank God.” 

They follow their own tracks back to keep from getting lost. As 
they near the edge of the yard a half mile later, Barry notices a 
fresh spider web in their path. Its strands are much thicker than any 
he’s seen before, unnaturally so. In the corner, there’s a bloody bird 
stuck and headless, the sight of which stops Barry in his tracks. 
Robert continues forward with his eyes down, unaware of the web 
he’s about to walk through. Barry’s mouth opens but he says 
nothing; his eyes are glued to the partially eaten bird, a meal much 
too large for any normal spider. 

“Oh, shit!” 

Barry breaks from his trance to see his husband flailing his 
arms covered in the web. As he pulls it from the trees, the bird 
carcass is reeled in toward his body. Barry tries to use his walking 
stick to separate them but Robert spins, bringing the bird directly in 
front of his face. His eyes cross to focus on its proximity and he 
curses again. 

“What the hell is that?” 

He stumbles backward and falls into the snow with the web 
stretched across his chest and the bird dangling within inches of his 
mouth. 

“Damn it, just stop moving, Robert!” Barry growls, knocking 
away the web and getting the bird to the snow beside his husband. 
“Ugh, you need to strip out of everything and throw it into the 
wash as soon as we get back inside.” 

Robert gets to his feet and tries pulling at the web stuck to his 
jacket. “What could have done that?” he asks, terrified. “What kind 
of spider can eat a bird?” 

“T don’t know. It’s the first I’ve heard of such a thing.” 

Robert is pale and sickly looking. 

“Relax, babe. Just breathe.” 

Robert fails and vomits into the snow at the base of a tree. 
Barry turns away, disgusted. “Let’s just hurry back and get you 
cleaned up.” 


As they approach the laundry room door, Barry spots a note 
pinned to the exterior wall by a knife. He hesitates to get any closer 
and wonders if the message had been there before. It was on the 
side where the door opened, so it was possible they hadn’t been 
able to see it before. 

“Do you see that?” he asks. 

Robert looks ahead and grumbles something under his breath. 


“Still think we aren’t being followed?” 
Barry asks him without waiting for an answer. 
He approaches the note and tears it out from 
under the knife. “Merry Christmas, Barry. The 


eaters won’t hurt you.” 

Robert stops beside him and reads the note over his shoulder. 

“What the hell does that mean?” Barry asks him. 

“How should I know?” 

Barry doesn’t say what he’s thinking. Instead, he turns to the 
corner of the house and begins walking away from the laundry 
room door as wind and snow whip against him. 

“Where are you going?” Robert calls through the storm’s howl. 

Barry doesn’t answer him. He heads around to the front of the 
cabin to check if the driveway has been plowed and sees that it 
hasn’t. Not only that, but their Jeep has four flattened tires. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me...” 

Robert catches up to him and freezes when he sees the 
damage. “Son of a bitch!” 

Barry can’t contain himself any longer. He spins on his 
husband and grabs him by the jacket, putting their noses only 
inches apart. “What the hell have you done, Robert?” he demands. 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Stop playing dumb! Someone is fucking with you and I’m 
getting caught in the crosshairs.” Barry releases his husband and 
steps away from him. He looks down the driveway and shakes his 
head in frustration. “Someone has it out for you. Whoever that old 
man is...he has something to do with this. I’m sure of it.” 

Swallowing hard, Robert looks back to the house and says 
something so quietly that Barry must ask him to repeat himself. “I 
said let’s go inside. It’s freezing out here.” 

“Are you going to answer me if we do?” 


Robert won’t meet his gaze. “There’s nothing to tell. ’ve done 
nothing. Maybe my company has, but...1 doubt a competitor or 
scorned client is after me. It makes no sense.” 

Though he doesn’t believe Robert, Barry follows his husband 
inside. As Robert strips out of his clothing and tosses everything 
into the washing machine, Barry heads into the kitchen and opens 
the refrigerator to collect their wine. It is then he realizes the power 
is out. He quickly shuts the refrigerator door and tries a nearby 
light switch to make certain nothing is working. When the room 
fails to illuminate, he laughs. 


It gets better, he thinks. 


Robert enters the room in his underwear a minute later and 
asks what Barry wants to do. 

“Power’s out.” 

Robert looks toward the Christmas tree and realizes it’s dark. 
“Shit.” 

Something scuttles overhead and Barry cranes his neck back. 
He hushes his husband and follows the movement in the walls to 
the fireplace. With the flashlight on his phone, he peers along the 
stone walls of the lintel and damper. He’s about to turn away when 
he spots a crevice in the corner. Without a fire burning in the 
hearth, he leans his face closer to the stone and turns his light on 
the hole. His breath immediately catches in his throat, and he 
stumbles back a step. 

“What is it?” Robert asks, wrapping a blanket over his naked 
form. 

“T, uh...I swear I saw eyes in there.” 

“Eyes?” 

“Little, silver eyes, yeah. A bunch of them.” 

Robert shakes his head and snatches Barry’s phone out of his 
hands to look for himself. “You’re letting all this get to your head, 
babe. There’s no way you saw—” 

Before he can finish, something launches itself out of the 
crevice and onto Robert’s face. Robert trips and falls backward, 
screaming. Barry scurries backward and looks for the knife he’d 
been carrying earlier. Once he’s seized it off the island countertop, 
he returns to his husband in time to see Robert throwing a creature 
from his bloodied face. In the dimness of the room, Barry follows 
the form to the floor and tries to see what it is. But the creature is 


too fast. It scurries across the floor at lightning speed and springs 
into the air again as Robert tries to stand. It lands on his chest and 
darts toward his neck. 

“T can’t get it!” Barry cries, circling his husband as the many- 
legged creature sinking its fangs into Robert’s neck. Robert wrestles 
the thing off him again and slams it to the ground directly at his 
feet. Both men try stamping on it, but a web is fired into Barry’s 
face, blinding him. While Barry struggles to clear his vision of the 
sticky substance, he hears Robert scream and run for the stairs. 
Barry stumbles into the kitchen and finds the sink as quickly as he 
can. There, he uses a washcloth to clean his face, specifically his 
eyelashes that are now sticking to his lids and the bridge of his 
nose. 

“BARRY!” 


Robert is upstairs howling. It is unlike 
anything Barry has ever heard from his 
husband before. Terrified, he hurries up the 
stairs with his knife still in hand. When he 
bursts into the bedroom, he skids to a stop and 
nearly falls backward to escape the layers of 
web reaching across every available surface. In 
the center of the nest is Robert, tangled and 
squirming for his life. Crawling from every 
direction are creatures that appear to be 
enormous hybrids of spiders. They have more 
than eight legs, all of which are covered in 
scaly shells that click click click with every 
movement they make. Their eyes sit like 
diamonds, silver and five in number. Probably 
the most terrifying are the fangs that hang 


beneath their eyes, sticky with drool. 
“GET ME OUT OF HERE!” Robert squeals from within the web. 


His face and neck are covered in cuts and divots, all of which are 
bloody and oozing yellow pus. 

Barry can’t move himself. He’s frozen, as if stuck in a 
nightmare. As he watches on, the spider-creatures amass atop the 
bed and begin swarming over one another in an orgy of snapping 
jaws and clicking joints. Finally, they take the shape of an even 
larger monster, one that covers the entire mattress. Seeing this 
formation, Robert screams as loud as he can with tears streaming 
down his cheeks. 

Do something, Barry tells himself. Move 


your ass! 

The master spider leaves the bed and scurries over Robert 
before Barry can act. His husband’s screams are immediately 
silenced as the creature tears into his head, jerking it left and right, 
back and forth, with violent vigor. Blood stains the web and drips to 
the wooden floor below. 

Barry turns away, sickened and unable to make sense of what 
he’s seen. He thinks of starting a fire to kill the creatures but he’s 
without a lighter or a can of hairspray. With the power out, what 
did that leave him? 


The fireplace, he thinks, stumbling to the 
stairs and slipping down them on shaken legs. 
At the bottom, he groans and collects himself 
poorly as if drunken. He’s nearly upon the 
fireplace when the master spider appears on 
the ceiling overhead. Barry pisses himself and 
backs into the corner of the room. The 
monster then drops down from the ceiling and 
lands atop the couch. Barry swears it looks 
right at him, considering a second course 
meal, prior to turning toward the porch door 
and leaping against it. The locks and hinges 
break upon impact, swinging open the door 


into the swirling snow. Barry rushes to the 
door in disbelief as the creature hurries into 
the developing whiteout. Within seconds, 
Barry loses sight of its dark mass as it enters 
the woods and climbs into the trees. 


TRIKE 


He must venture upstairs whether he likes it or not. Of course, he 
finds Robert in pieces, tangled within the nest of webs that have 
overtaken their room. Unable to reach their things, including his 
keys to the Jeep, Barry finds his fallen phone by the fireplace and 
tries calling the police. When the request fails, he checks his signal 
and finds it nonexistent. Whatever bars he had previously must 
have been devoured by the building storm outside. 

“Now what?” he asks the empty room, defeated. 

“You come with me.” 

Barry startles and slams his back against the nearest wall. 
Standing in the broken frame of the porch door is the man from the 
pickup truck. He’s wearing surprisingly little considering the snow 
whipping against his form, but he appears unaffected by the cold. 

“Who the hell are you?” Barry asks him. 

“A guardian angel of sorts,” the man says with a shrug of his 
shoulders. “If you want to get someplace warm, we should leave 
before the storm makes the roads impassable.” 

“Why should I go with you?” 

The man smiles. His teeth are yellow and black, likely rotted 
and stained by cigarettes. And although his skin is wrinkled and 
leathery, his eyes are surprisingly youthful and colored with the full 
spectrum of a rainbow. Something about them makes Barry calm in 
a way he can’t explain. It’s as if the darkness of the weekend has 
been sucked from his chest, relieving him of a great weight. 

“Seriously, who are you?” he asks again, hesitantly stepping 
forward. 

The man continues to smile as he turns away from the cabin 
and steps across the porch. Suddenly, flames rise from the couch 


and stairs, as if by magic. Barry hurries after the man as the fire 
quickly spreads throughout the room, pulled by invisible strings. 
Outside, the snow blows against Barry with such force that he’s 
almost knocked over. The man appears beside him and places a 
hand around Barry’s shoulders. 

“Follow me.” 

They turn toward the driveway and approach the pickup truck 
Barry had seen the night before down the road. Once they are 
inside and the engine is rumbling to life, the house begins to 
impossibly blacken and sink into itself. 

“How is any of this possible?” Barry asks so quietly that the 
words crackle between his lips. 

The man nods and says nothing, just turns the truck around 
and begins down the road. Barry can’t see anything through the 
falling snow, but this man seems to know exactly where they are 
and where they are headed. Eventually they turn and leave the 
trees behind. In the distance, smoke is rising from the mountain. 

“Robert is dead,” Barry says, mostly to himself. 

The man finally speaks. “I’m sorry. But you deserve better.” 

Barry whips his head around, prepared to strike. “What do you 
know of us?” 

“Your husband worked for me, though not directly. I’ve 
watched him for months now. I always make sure I’ve got it right 
before I send along a gift.” 

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Barry demands. 

“Robert was an adulterer and liar. He’d continued behind your 
back with another one of my employees for most of this year. 
Occasionally, he also went out with men outside of our office. I saw 
enough of it to know he should be selected.” 

Barry shakes his head and wipes tears from his eyes. “I don’t 
understand...” 

“T’ve been around for centuries, Barry. And along the way, I’ve 
learned some tricks. There was a time when the darkness almost 
swallowed me, but I came out the other end.” 


Barry laughs and looks out the window. 
This dream is so weird, he thinks, trying to 
convince himself none of it is real. I’ve got to 
wake up. 


“Tm sorry, Barry, but you aren’t sleeping. But don’t you worry 
—TIll make sure you remember none of this.” 

The snow thickens around the truck until there’s nothing to see 
but white. When Barry turns from the window to ask the man 
what’s happening, a flash of light blinds him and— 


TRIKE 


EPILOGUE 


The apartment is much too large for him, but he won’t be there for 
much longer. Barry has found a new place across town that is half 
its size. Though he remembers nothing of his Christmas trip, the 
police tell him a fire claimed his husband’s life and almost his as 
well. An unknown local rescued him from the flames and took him 
to the hospital where it was determined Barry had suffered a 
concussion. When he was released, he returned home to pack his 
things. Everywhere he looks, there’s a memory of Robert there. His 
heart hurts but something tells him this is for the best. He can’t 
explain it. 

At the funeral, an old man stands in the back. Though Barry 
can’t be sure, he swears he knows the man somehow. Maybe 
they’ve met at a work function of Robert’s in the past. When the 
guy waves prior to his departure, Barry reflectively waves back, 
confused. 


In the news, authorities continue their 
hunt for a wild animal that has recently 
slaughtered three bears and ten deer in a 
matter of days. Something about the story 
feels familiar to Barry but he can only assume 
it’s the wild plot of a horror movie he’s seen 
before. He wants to say it had something to do 
with eaters but decides it hardly matters either 
way. He wants nothing to do with it. He has 


more important things to worry about. 
His life is now open to a world of possibilities and a future 
must be carved. 
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